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Dubing the fierce theological controversies that 
accompanied and followed the Eeformation, while 
a judicial spirit was as yet unknown, while each 
party imagined itself the representative of abso- 
lute and necessary truth in opposition to absolute 
and fatal error, and while the fluctuations of 
belief were usually attributed to direct miracu- 
lous agency, it was natural that all the causes of 
theological changes should have been sought ex- 
clusively within the circle of theology. Each 
theologian imagined that the existence of the 
opinions he denounced was fully accounted for 
by the exertions gjf certain evil-minded men, who 
had triumphed by means of sophistical arguments, 
aided by a judicial blindness that had been cast 
upon the deluded. His own opinions, on the 
other hand, had been sustained or revived by 
apostles raised for the purpose, illuminated by 
special inspiration, and triumphing by the force 
of theological arguments. As long as this point 
of view continued, the positions of the theologian 
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and of the ecclesiastical historian were nearly the 
same. Each was confined to I single proyince^ 
and each recognising a primitive faitlj as his ideal^ 
had to indicate the successive innovations upon 
its purity. But when towards the close of the 
eighteenth century the decline of theological 
passions enabled men to discuss thesft matters 
in a calmer spirit, and when increased knowledge 
produced more comprehensive views, the his- 
torical standing-point was materially altered. 
It was observed that every great change of belief 
had been preceded by a great change in the in- 
tellectual condition of Europe, that the success 
of any opinion depended much less upon the 
force of its arguments, or upon the ability of its 
advocates, than upon the predisposition of society 
to receive it, and that that predisposition resulted 
from the intellectual type of the age. As men 
advance frgqn an imperfect to a higher civilisa- 
tion, they gradually sublimate and refine their 
creed. Their imaginations insensibly detach 
themselves from those grosser conceptions and 
doctrines that were formerly most powerful, and 
they sooner or later reduce all their opinions into 
conformity with the moral and intellectual stan- 
dards which the new civilisation produces. Thus, 
long before the Reformation, the tendencies of 
the Reformation were manifest. The revival 
of Grecian learning, the developement of art, 
the reaction against the schoolmen, had raised 
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society to an elevation in wHcli a more refined 
and less oppressro creed was absolutely essential 
to its well-being. Luther and Calvin only re- 
pre^nted tlPe prevailing wants^ and embodied 
them in a definite form. The pressure of the 
o'eneral intellectual influences of the time deter- 
mines the^predispositions which ultimately regu- 
late the details of belief ; and though all men do 
not yield to that pressure with the same facility, 
all large bodies are at last controlled. A change 
of speculative opinions does not imply an increase 
of the data upon which those opinions rest, but a 
change of the habits of thought and mind which 
they reflect. Definite arguments are the symp- 
toms and pretexts, but seldom the causes, of the 
change. Their chief merit is to accelerate the 
inevitable crisis. They derive their force and 
efficacy from their conformity with the mental 
habits of those to whom they are addressed. 
Reasoning which in one age would n?ake no im- 
pression whatever, in the next age is received 
with enthusiastic ^applause- It is one thing to 
understand its nature, but quite another to ap- 
preciate its force. 

And this standard of belief, this tone and 
habit of thought, which is the supreme arbiter of 
the opinions of successive periods, is created, not 
by the influences arising out of any one depart- 
ment of intellect, but by the combination of all 
the intellectual and even social tendencies of the 
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age. Those who contribute most largely to its 
formation are, I believe, the philosophers. Men 
like Bacon, Descartes, and Locke have probably 
done more than any others to set® the cuiirent 
of their age. They have formed a certain cast 
and tone of mind. They have introduced pe- 
culiar habits of thought, new modes of reasoning, 
new tendencies of enquiry. The impulse they 
have given to the higher literature, has been by 
that literature communicated to the more popular 
writers ; and the impress of these master-minds 
is clearly visible in the writings of multitudes 
who are totally unacquainted with their works. 
But philosophical methods, great and unquestion- 
able as is their power, form but one of the many 
influences that contribute to the mental habits 
of society. Thus the discoveries of physical 
science, entrenching upon the domain of the 
anomalous and the incomprehensible, enlarging 
our conceptions of the range of law, and reveal- 
ing the connection of phenomena that had for- 
merly appeared altogether isolated, form a habit 
of mind which is carried far beyond the limits of 
physics. Thus the astronomical discovery, that 
our world is not the centre and axis of the 
material universe, but is an inconsiderable planet 
occupying to all appearance an altogether insig- 
nificant and subordinate position, and revolving 
with many others around a sun which is itself 
but an infinitesimal point in creation, in as far as 
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it is realised by the imagination, has a vast and 
palpable influencCi upon our theological concep- 
tions. Thus the commercial or municipal spirit 
exhibits cerfain habits of thought, certain modes 
of reasoning, certain repugnances and attractions, 
which make it invariably tend to one class of 
opinions. To encourage the occupations that 
produce this spirit, is to encourage the opinions 
that are most congenial to it. It is impossible 
to lay down a railway without creating an intel- 
lectual influence. It is probable that Watt and 
Stephenson will eventually modify the opinions 
of mankind almost as profoundly as Luther or 
Voltaire. 

If these views be correct, they establish at once 
a broad distinction between the province of the 
theologian and that of the historian of opinions. 
The first confines his attention to the question 
of the truth or falsehood of particular doctrines, 
which he ascertains by examining the arguments 
upon which they rest; the second should en- 
deavour to trace the causes of the rise and fall 
of those doctrines which are to be found in the 
general intellectual condition of the age. The 
first is restricted to a single department of men- 
tal phenomena, and to those logical connec- 
tions which determine the opinions of the severe 
reasoner; the second is obliged to take a wide 
survey of the intellectual influences of the period 
he is describing, and to trace that coimection of 
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congruity whicli has a much greater influence 
upon the sequence of opinions than logical argu- 
ments. 

Although in the present work ^e are Con- 
cerned only with the last of these two points of 
YieWj it will be necessary to consider briefly the 
possibility of their coexistence ; for thi^ question 
involves one of the most important problems in 
history — the position reserved for the individual 
will and the individual judgment in the great 
current of general causes. 

It was a saying of Locke, that we should not 
ask whether our will is free, but whether WE are 
free ; for our conception of freedom is the power 
of acting according to our will, or, in other words, 
the consciousness, when pursuing a certain coui'se 
of action, that we mighty if we had chosen, have 
pursued a different one. If, however, pushing 
our analysis still further, we ask what it is that 
determines our volition, I conceive that the 
highest principles of liberty we are capable of 
attaining are 'to be found in the two facts, that 
our will is a faculty distinct from our desires, 
and that it is not a mere passive thing, the direc- 
tion and intensity of which are necessarily deter- 
mined by the attraction and repulsion of pleasure 
and pain. We are conscious that we are capable 
of pursuing a course which is extremely distaste- 
ful, rather than another course which would be 
extremely agreeable; that in doing so we are 



INTRODTJCTIOF. 


si 

making a continual and painful effort ; that every 
relaxation of that effort produces the most lively 
pleasure ; an^ that it is at least possible that the 
motive which induces us to pursue the path of 
self-abnegation^ may be a sense of right altogether 
uninfluenced by prospects of future reward. We 
are also cdhscious that if our desires act power- 
fully upon our will, our will can in its turn act 
upon our desires. We can strengthen the natural 
powers of our will by steadily exerting it. We 
can diminish the intensity of our desires by 
habitually repressing them ; we can alter, by a 
process of mental discijffine, the whole symmetry 
of our passions, deliberately selecting one class 
for gratification and for developement, and crush- 
ing and subduing the others. These considera- 
tions do not, of course, dispel the mystery which 
perhaps necessarily rests upon the subject of 
free-will. They do not solve the ^questions, 
whether the will can ever act without a motive, 
or what are its relations to its motives, or whether 
the desires may not sometimes be too strong 
for its most developed powers ; but they form a 
theory of human liberty which I believe to be 
the highest we can attain. He who has realised, 
on the one hand, his power of acting according 
to his will, and, on the other hand, the power of 
his will to emancipate itself from the empire of 
pain and pleasure, and to modify and control the 
current of the emotions, has probably touched 
the limits of his freedom. 
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The struggle of the will for a right motive 
against the pressure of the de^res, is one of the 
chief forms of virtue ; and the relative position of '' 
these two influences^ one of the chief measures 
of the moral standing of each individual. Some- 
timeSj in the conflict between the will and a par- 
ticular desire^ the former, either through its own 
natural strength, or through the natural weak- 
ness of its opponent, or thit)ugh the process of 
mental discipline I have described, has obtained 
a supreme ascendency which is seldom or never 
seriously disturbed. Sometimes, through causes 
that are innate, and perhaps more frequently 
through causes for which we are responsible, the 
two powers exhibit almost an equipoise, and each 
often succumbs to the other. Between these two . 
positions there are numerous gradations ; so that 
every cause that in any degree intensifies the 
desires, gives them in some cases a triumph over 
the will. 

The application of these principles to those 
constantly-recurring figures which moral statis- 
tics present is not diflScult. The statistician, for 
example, shows that a certain condition of tem- 
perature increases the force of a passion — or, in 
other words, the temptation to a particular vice ; 
and he then proceeds to argue, that the whole 
history of that vice is strictly regulated by at- 
mospheric changes. The vice rises into promi- 
nence with the rising temperature ; it is sustained 
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during its continuance, it declines with its de- 
cline. Year after^year, the same figures and the 
same variations are nearly reproduced. Investi- 
gations in the most dissimilar nations only 
strengthen the proof; and the evidence is so 
ample, that it enables us, within certain limits, 
even to predict the future. The rivers that rise 
and fall with the winter torrents or the summer 
drought; the insects life that is called into being 
by the genial spring and destroyed by the return- 
ing frost ; the aspect of vegetation, which pur- 
sues its appointed changes through the recurring 
seasons : these do not reflect more faithfully or 
obey more implicitly external influences, than do 
some great departments of the acts of man. 

This is the fact which statistical tables prove, 
but what is the inference to be deduced from 
them ? Not, surely, that there is no such thing 
as free-will, but, what we should have regarded 
as antecedently probable, that the degree of 
energy with which it is exerted is in difierent 
periods nearly the same. As long as the resis- 
tance is unaltered, the fluctuations of our desires 
determine the fluctuations of our actions. In 
this there is nothing extraordinary. It would 
be strange indeed if it were otherwise — strange 
if, the average of virtue remaining the same, or 
nearly the same, an equal amount of solicitation 
did not at different periods produce the same^ or 
nearly the same, amount of compliance. The 
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factj therefore, that there is an order and se- 
quence in the history of vice, ^nd that influences 
altogether independent of human control con- 
tribute largely to its course, in no d%ree desfroys 
the freedom of will, and the conclusion of the 
historian is perfectly reconcilable with the prin- 
ciples of the moralist. From this spectacle of 
regularity, we simply infer that the changes in 
the moral condition of mankind are very slow ; 
that there are periods when, certain desires being 
strengthened by natural causes, the task of the 
will in opposing them is peculiarly arduous ; and 
that any attempt to write a history of vice with- 
out taking into consideration external influences, 
would be miserably deficient. 

Again, if we turn to a different class of phe- 
nomena, nothing can be more certain to an at- 
tentive observer than that the great majority 
even of those who reason much about their 
opinions have arrived at their conclusions by a 
process quite distinct from reasoning. They 
may be perfectly unconscious of the fact, but the 
ascendency of old associations is upon them ; and, 
in the overwhelming majority of cases, men of 
the most various creeds conclude their investi- 
gations by simply acquiescing in the opinions 
they have been taught. They insensibly judge 
all questions by a mental standard derived from 
education; they proportion their attention and 
sympathy to the degree in which the facts or 
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arguments presented to them support their fore- 
gone conclusions^; and they thus speedily con- 
vince thGmselves that the arguments in behalt' of 
their hereditary opinions are irresistibly cogent, 
and the arguments against them exceedingly 
absurd. Nor are those who have diverged from 
the opinions they have been taught necessarily 
more independent of illegitimate influences. The 
love of singularity^ the ambition to be thought 
intellectually superior to others, the bias of taste, 
the attraction of vice, the influence of friendship, 
the magnetism of genius, — these, and countless 
other influences into which it is needless to enter, 
all determine conclusions. The number of per- 
sons who have a rational basis for their belief is 
probably infinitesimal ; for illegitimate influences 
not only determine the convictions of those who 
do not examine, but usually give a dominating 
bias to the reasonings of those who do. But it 
would be manifestly absurd to conclude from 
this, that reason has no part or function in the 
formation of opinions. No mind, it is true, was 
ever altogether free from distorting influences; 
but in the struggle between the reason and 
the affections which leads to truth, as in the 
struggle between the will and the desires 
which leads to virtue, every effort is crowned 
with a measure of success, and innumerable 
gradations of progress are manifested. AH 
that we can rightly infer is, that the process of 



INTEODUGTION. 


xvi 

reasoning Is much more difficult than is commonly 
supposed ; and that to those who would investi- 
gate the causes of existing opinions, th^ study of 
predispositions is much more important than'the 
study of arguments. 

The doctrine, that the opinions of a given 
period are mainly deternoined by the intellectual 
condition of society, and that every great change 
of opinion is the consequence of general causes, 
simply implies that there exists a strong bias 
which acts upon all large masses of men, and 
eventually triumphs over every obstacle. The 
inequalities of civiKsation, the distorting influ- 
ences arising out of special circumstances, the 
force of conservatism, and the efforts of individual 
genius, produce innumerable diversities; but a 
careful examination shows that these are but the 
eddies of an advancing stream, that the various 
systems are being all gradually modified in a 
given direction, and that a certain class of ten- 
dencies appears with more and more prominence 
in all departments of intellect. Individuals 
may resist the stream ; and this power supplies 
a firm and legitimate standing-point to the 
theologian: but these efforts are too rare and 
feeble to have much influence upon the general 
course. 

To this last proposition there is, however, an 
important exception to be made in favour of men 
of genius, who are commonly at once representa- 
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tive and creative. They embody and reflect the 
tendencies of their ?ime, but they also frequently 
materially 'modify them, and their ideas become 
the subject or the basis of the succeeding de- 
velopements. To trace in every great movement 
the part which belongs to the individual and the 
part which -belongs to general causes, without 
exaggerating either side, is one of the most 
delicate tasks of the historian. 

What I have written will, I trust, be suflScient 
to show the distinction between the sphere of the 
historian and the sphere of the theologian. It 
must, however, be acknowledged that they have 
some points of contact; for it is impossible to 
reveal the causes that called an opinion into being 
%vithout throwing some light upon its intrinsic 
value. It must be acknowledged, also, that there 
is a theory or method of research which would 
amalgamate the two spheres, or, to speak more 
correctly, would entirely subordinate the theo- 
logian to the historian. Those who have appre- 
ciated the extremely small influence of definite 
arguments in determining the opinions either of 
an individual or of a nation — ^who have perceived 
how invariably an increase of civilisation implies 
a modification of belief, and how completely the 
controversialists of successive ages are the pup- 
pets and the unconscious exponents of the deep 
under-current of their time, will feel an intense 
distrust of their unassisted reason, and will natu- 

VOL. I. . a 
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rally look for some guide to direct tlieir judg- 
ment. I think it must be ^admitted that the 
general and increasing tendency, in the present 
day, is to seek such a guide in the collective 
■wisdom of mankind as it is displayed in the de- 
velopements of history. In other -words, the way 
in wliich our leading thinkers, consciously or un- 
consciously, form their opinions, is by endeavour- 
ing to ascertain what are •the laws that govern 
the successive modifications of belief ; in what 
directions, towards what conceptions, the intellect 
of man advances with the advance of civilisation ; 
what are the leading characteristics that mark 
the belief of civilised ages and nations as com- 
pared with barbarous ones, and of the most edu- 
cated as compared with the most illiterate classes. 
This mode of reasoning may be said to resolve it- 
self into three problems. It is necessary, in the 
first pi ac^ to ascertain what are the general intel- 
lectual tendencies of civilisation. It is then 
necessary to ascertain how far those tendencies 
are connected, or, in other words, how far the 
existence of one depends upon and implies the 
existence of the others, and it is necessary, in the 
last place, to ascertain whether they have been 
accompanied by an increase or diminution of 
happiness, of virtue, and of humanity. 

My object in the present work has been, to 
trace the history of the spirit of Rationalism : by 
w^hich I understand, not any class of definite 
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doctrines or criticisms, but rather a certain cast 
of thought, or bias (!f reasoning, which has during 
the last three centuries gained a marked ascen- 
dency^in Europe. The nature of this bias will 
be exhibited in detail in the ensuing pages, when 
we examine its influence upon the various forms 
of moral and intellectual developement. At 
present it will be sufficient to say, that it leads 
men on all occasions* to subordinate dogmatic 
theology to the dictates of reason and of con- 
science, and, as a necessary consequence, greatly 
to restrict its influence upon life. It predisposes 
men, in history, to attribute all kinds of phe- 
nomena to natural rather than miraculous causes ; 
in theology, to esteem succeeding systems the 
expressions of the wants and aspirations of that 
religious sentiment which is planted in all men ; 
and, in ethics, to regard as duties only those 
which conscience reveals to be such. 

It is manifest that, in attempting to write the 
history of a mental tendency, some difficulties 
have to be encountered quite distinct from those 
which attend a simple relation of facts. No one 
can be truly said to understand any great system 
of belief, if he has not in some degree realised 
the point of view from which its arguments 
assume an appearance of plausibility and of co- 
gency, the habit of thought which makes its 
various doctrines appear probable, harmonious, 
and consistent. Yet, even in the great contro-^ 
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versies of the present day — even in the disputes 
between the Catholic and the Protestant, it is 
evident that very few controversialists ever suc- 
ceed in arriving at this appreciatiCn of theT opin- 
ions they are combating. But the difSculty be- 
comes far greater when our research extends over 
forms of belief of which there are no living 
representatives, and when we have not merely to 
estimate the different measures of probability 
subsisting in different societies, but have also to 
indicate their causes and their changes. To re- 
construct the modes of thought which produced 
superstitions that have long since vanished from 
among us ; to trace through the obscurity of the 
distant past that hidden bias of the imagination 
which — deeper than any strife of arguments, 
deeper than any change of creed — determines in 
each succeeding age the realised belief ; to grasp 
the principle of analogy or congruity according 
to which the conceptions of a given period were 
grouped and harmonised, and then to show how 
the discoveries of science, or the revolutions in 
philosophy, or the developements of industrial 
or political life, introduced new centres of attrac- 
tion, and made the force of analogy act in new 
directions ; to follow out the process till the period 
when conclusions the reason had once naturally 
and almost instinctively adopted seem incongru- 
ous and grotesque, and till the whole current of 
intellectual tendencies is changed : — ^this is the 
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task which devolves upon every one who, not 
content with relating the fluctuations of opinions, 
seeks^to thro'^y some light upon the laws that 
govern them. 

Probably, the greatest difficulty of such a pro 
cess of investigation arises from the wide diffe- 
rence between professed and realised belief 
When an opinion that is opposed to the age is 
incapable of modification and is an obstacle to 
progress, it will at last, be openly repudiated ; 
and if it is identified with any existing interests, 
or associated with some eternal truth, its rejection 
will be accompanied - by paroxysms of painful 
agitation. But much more frequently civilisation 
makes opinions that are opposed to it simply ob- 
solete. They perish by indifference, not by con- 
troversy. They are relegated to the dim twilight 
land that surrounds every living faith ; the land, 
not of death, but of the shadow of death ; the 
land of the unrealised and the inoperative. 
Sometimes, too, we find the phraseology, the 
ceremonies, the formularies, the external aspect 
of some phase of belief that has long since 
perished, connected with a system that has been 
created by the wants and is thrilling with the life 
of modern civilisation. They resemble those 
images of departed ancestors, which, it is said, 
the ancient Ethiopians were accustomed to paint 
upon their bodies, as if to preserve the pleasing 
illusion that those could not be really dead whose 
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lineaments -were still visible amono; them, and 
were still associated with life." In order to appre- 
ciate the change, we must translate these opin- 
ions into action, must examine what would he 
their effects if fully realised, and ascertain how 
far those effects are actually produced. It is 
necessary, therefore, not merely to examine suc- 
cessive creeds, but also to study the types of 
character of successive ag^s. 

It only remains for me, before drawing this 
introduction to a close, to describe the method I 
have employed in tracing the influence of the 
rationalistic spirit upon opinions. In the first 
place, I have examined the history and the 
causes of that decline of the sense of the mi- 
raculous, which is so manifest a fruit of civilisa- 
tion. But it soon becomes evident that this 
movement cannot be considered by itself; for 
the predj^sposition in favour of miracles grows 
out of, and can only be adequately explained by, 
certain conceptions of the nature of the Supreme 
Being, and of the habitual government of the 
universe, which invariably accompany the earlier, 
or, as it may be termed, the anthropomorphic 
stage of intellectual developement. Of the 
nature of this stage we have some imTOrtant 
evidence in the history of art, which is^then 
probably the most accurate expression of religious 
realisations, while the history of the encroach- 
ments of physical science, upon our first notions 
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of the system of the world, goes far to explain 
its decay. Together with the intellectual move- 
ment, we have to consider a moral movement 
that^has accompanied it, which has had the effect 
of diminishing the influence of fear as the motive 
of duty, of destroying the overwhelming import- 
ance of dogmatic teaching, and of establishing 
the supremacy of conscience. This progress in- 
volves many important consequences; but the 
most remarkable of all is the decay of persecu- 
tion, which, I have endeavoured to show, is in- 
dissolubly connected with a profound change in 
theological realisations. I have, in the last place, 
sought to gather fresh evidence of the operations 
of the rationalistic spirit in the great fields of 
politics and of industry. In the first, I have 
shown how the movement of secularisation has 
passed through every department of political 
life, how the progress of democracy has influenced 
and been influenced by theological 'tendencies, 
and how political pursuits contribute to the for- 
mation of habits of thought, which affect the 
whole circle of our judgments. In the second, 
I have traced the rise of the industrial spirit in 
Europe ; its collisions with the Church ; the pro- 
found moral and intellectual changes it effected ; 
and the tendency of the great science of political 
economy, which is its expression. 

I am deeply conscious that the present work 
can furnish at best but a meagre sketch of these 



sxiy 


INTEOBTJOTIOlSr. 


subjects^ and that to treat them as they deserve 
would require an amount both of learning and 
of ability to which I can make no pretension. 
I shall be content if I have succeeded in defect- 
ing some forgotten link in the great chain of 
causes^ or in casting a ray of light on some of 
the obscurer pages of the history of opinions 
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CHAPTER 1. 

O.V TSE DECLINING rSENSE OF TEE MIRACULOUS 

MAGIC AND WITCHCRAFT* 

There is certainly no change in the history of the 
last 300 years more striking, or suggestive of more 
curious enquiries, than that which has taken place 
in the estimate of the miraculous. At present nearly 
all educated men receive an account of a miracle 
taking place in their own day, with an absolute and 
even derisive incredulity which dispenses with all 
examination of the evidence. Although they may be 
entirely unable to give a satisfactory explanation of 
some phenomena that have taken place, they never 
on that account dream of ascribing them to super- 
natural agency, such an hypothesis being, as they 
believe, altogether beyond the range of reasonable 
discussion. Tet, a few centuries ago, there was no 
solution to which the mind of man turned more 
readily in every perplexity. A miraculous account 
was then universally accepted as perfectly credible, 
probable, and ordinary, There was scarcely a village 
or a church that had not, at some time, been the 
scene of supernatural interposition. The powers of 

VOL. I* B 
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liglit and tbe powers of darkness were regarded as 
visibly straggling for tbe mastery^. Saintly miracles, 
snpematnral cores, startling judgments, visions, 
prophecies, and prodigies of every order, attested the 
activity of the one ; while witchcraft afid magic, Vith 
all their attendant horrors, v^ere the visible manifes- 
tations of the other. 

I propose in the present chapter to examine that 
vast department of miracles, which is comprised under 
the several names of witchcraft, magic, and sorcery. 
Tt is a subject which has, I thSok, scarcely obtained 
the position it deserves in the history of opinions, 
having been too generally treated in the spirit of the 
antiquarian, as if it belonged entirely to the past, and 
could have no voice or bearing upon the controversies 
of the present. Yet, for more than fifteen hundred 
years, it was universally believed that the Bible es- 
tablished, in the clearest manner, the reality of the 
crime, and that an amount of evidence, so varied and 
so ample as to preclude the very possibility of doubt, 
attested its continuance and its prevalence. The 
clergy denounced it with all the emphasis of authority. 
The legislalfcrs of almost every land enacted laws for 
its punishment. Acute judges, whose lives were 
spent in sifting evidence, investigated the question 
on countless occasions, and condemned the accused. 
Tens of thousands of victims perished by the most 
agonising and protracted torments, without exciting 
the faintest compassion ; and, as they were for the 
most part extremely ignorant and extremely poor, 
sectarianism and avarice had but little influence on 
the subject.^ Nations that were completely separated 

1 The general truth of this be questioned, though there are, 
statement can scarcely, I think, undoubtedly, a few rcanarkable 
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"by position, by interests, and by cbaracter, on this 
one question were united. In almost every province 
of Germany, but especially in those where clerical 
influence predominated, the persecution raged with a 
fearful intensity. Seven thousand victims are said 
to have been burned at Treves, six hundred by a 
single bishop in Bamberg, and nine hundred in a 
single year in the bishopric of Wurtzburg.^ In 
France, decrees were passed on the subject by the 
Parliaments of Paris, Toulouse, Bourdeaux, Bheims, 


Rouen, Dijon, and Rennes. 

exceptions. Thus, the Templars 
were accused of sorcery, 'when 
Philip the Beautiful wished jto 
confiscate their property; and 
the heretical opinions of the 
Vaudois may possibly have had 
something to say to the trials 
at Arras, in 1459 ; and, indeed, 
the same Vauderie was at one 
time given to sorcery. There 
were, moreover, a few cases of 
obnoxious politicians and noble- 
men being destroyed on the ac- 
cusation ; and during the Com- 
monwealth there were one or 
two professioual witch-finders 
in England. "We have also to 
take into account some cases of 
Convent scandals, such as those 
of Gaufiridi, Grandier, and La 
Cadiere; but, when all these 
deductions have been made, the 
prosecutions for witchcraft will 
represent the action of undi- 
luted superstition more faith- 
fully than probably any others 
that could be named. The over- 
whelming majority of witches 
were extremely poor — they were 
condemned by the highest and 
purest trihimals (ecclesiastical 
and lay) of the time; and as 

B 


and they were all followed 

heretics were then burnt with- 
out difficulty for their opinions, 
there was Httle temptation to 
accuse them of witchcraft, and 
besides all parties joined cor- 
dially in the persecution. Gril- 
landus, an Italian inquisitor of 
the fifteenth century, says — 
‘Isti sortilegi, magici, necro- 
mantici, et similes sunt eseteris 
Christi tidehhua pauperiores, 
sordidiores, 'nliores, et con- 
temptibiliores, in hoc mundo 
Deo permittente calamitosam 
vitam communiter peragunt, 
Deum ’verum infelici morte 
perdunt et seterni ignis incen- 
dio eruciantur.’ {De Sortilegiih', 
cap. iii.) We shall see here- 
after that witchcraft and heresy 
represent the working of the 
same spirit on different classes, 
and therefore usually accom- 
panied each other. 

^ See the original letter 
published at Bamberg in 1657, 
quoted in Cannaert, iProok dei> 
Sorciercs^ p, 145 ; see, too, 
Wright’s Sorcery, vol. i. p. 
186 ; Michelet, La J^rciire, 

p. 10. 

2 
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by a harvest of blood. At Toulouse, the seat of the 
Inquisition, four hundred persons -perished for sorcery 
at a single execution, and fifty at Douay in a single 
year. Itemy, a judge of ITancy, boasted that he had 
put to death eight hundred witches in sixteen years. 
The executions that took place at Paris in a few 
months, were, in the emphatic words of an old writer, 


‘ almost infinite:’ ^ The 

‘ On Erencli WitchcTaft, see 
Thiers^ Traite des SuperstitionSj 
tom. i. pp. 134-136 ; Madden’s 
History of PTiantasniata, vol. i. 
pp. 306-310; Gannet, Histoire 
de la Magie en France (passim), 
but especially tb 6 Remonstrance 
of tbe Parliament of Rouen, in 
1670, against the pardon of 
witches, p. 337. Rodin’s J>e- 
monomanic des Sorciers. The 
persecution raged with extreme 
violence all through the south 
of Prance. It was a brilliant 
suggestion of De Lancre, that 
the witchcraft about Bourdeaux 
might be connected with the 
number of orchards — the Devil 
being well ha;iown to have an 
especial power over apples. 
(See the passage quoted in 
Garinet, p. 176.) We have a 
fearful illustration of the tena- 
city of the belief in the fact 
that the superstition still con- 
tinues, and that blood has in 
consequence been shed during 
the present century in the pro- 
vinces that border on the Pyre- 
nees. In 1807, a beggar was 
seized, tortured, and bnrned 
alive for sorcery by the inhabi- 
tants of Mayenne. In 1860, 
the Civil Tribunal of Tarbes 
tried a man and woman named 
Soubervie, for having caused 
the death of a woman named 


fugitives who escaped to 

Bedouret. They believed that 
she was a witch, and declare.! 
that*’ the priest had told them 
that she was the cause of an 
illness under which the woman 
Soubervie was suffering. They 
accordingly drew Bedouret into 
a private room, held her down 
upon some burning straw, and 
placed a red-hot iron across her 
mouth. ^ The unhappy woman 
soon died in extreme agony. 
The Soubervies confessed, and 
indeed exulted in their act. 
At their trials they obtained 
the highest possible characters. 
It was shown that they had 
been actuated solely by super- 
stition, and it was urged that 
they only followed the highest 
ecclesiastical precedents. The 
jury recommended them to 
mercy; and they were only 
sentenced to pay twenty-five 
francs a year to the husband 
of the victim, and to be im- 
prisoned for four months. (Gor- 
dier, Lhgendes des Halites Pyre- 
nhes, Lourdes, 1855, pp. 79- 
88.) In the Bituel Auseitain, 
now used in the diocese of 
Tarbes, it is said — ‘ On doit 
reconn^tre que non-seulement 
il pent y avoir mais qu’il y a 
m§me quelquefois des personnes 
ui sontv^ritablementposs^dAes 
es esprits malins.’ (Ib. p. 90.) 
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Spain were tliere seized and ‘burned by tbe Inquisi- 
tion. In tbat country tbe persecution spread to tbe 
smallest towns, and tbe belief was so deeply rooted 
in tnc popular mind, tbat a sorcerer was burnt as 
late as 1780. Torquemada devoted bimself to tbe 
extirpation of witcbcraffc as zealously as to tbe extir- 
pation of heresy, and be wrote a book upon tbe 
enormity of tbe crime. ^ In Flanders the persecution 
of witches raged through tbe whole of the sixteenth 
and tbe greater part of tbe seventeenth centuries, and 
every variety of torture was employed in detecting 
tbe criminals.® In Italy a thousand persons were 
executed in a single year in tbe province of Como ; 
and in other parts of tbe country, tbe severity of tbe 
inquisitors at last created an absolute rebellion.® 
Tbe same scenes were enacted in tbe wild valleys of 
Switzerland and of Savoy. In Geneva, which was 
then ruled by a bishop, five hundred alleged witches 
were executed in three months ; forty-eight were 


^ Llorente, Eistor^ of the 
Inquisition (Englisli Transla- 
tion), pp. 129-142. Amongst 
other cases, more than thirty 
■women were burnt at Calha- 
horra, in 1507. A Spanish 
monk, named Castanaga, seems 
to have ventured to question 
the justice of the executions as 
early as 1529 (p. 131). See 
also G^rinet, p. 176 ; Madden, 
vol. i. pp. 311-315. Toledo 
was supposed to he the head- 
quarters of the magicians — 
probably because, in the twelfth 
and thirteenth centuries, mathe- 
matics, which were constantly 
confounded with magic, flou- 
rished there more than in any 
other part in Europe, bfaudl. 


A^ologie]pour les GrandsHommes 
scnipgonnez de Magie (Paris, 
1625), pp. 81, *82. See also 
Buckle’s History of Civilisation, 
vol.i p. 334, note, and Simancas, 
JDe Catholicis histitutionihus, 
pp. 463-468. 

® See a curious collection of 
documents on the subject by 
Cannaert, Hroces des Soroieres 
en Belgique (Gand, 1847). 

® Spina, Be Strigibus (1622), 
cap. xii. ; Thiers, vol. i. p. 138 ; 
Madden, vol i. 306. Peter the 
Martyr, whom Titian has im- 
mortalised, seems to have been 
one of the most strenuous of 
the persecutors. Spina, A^oL 
c. ix. 
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burnt at Constance or Ravensburg, and eigbtj in the 
little town of Yalery, m Sayoy.^ In 1670, seventy 
persons were condemned in Sweden, ^ and a large 
proportion of them were burnt. And 'these are^only 
a few of the more salient events in that long series 
of persecutions which extended over almost every 
country, and continued for centuries with unabated 
fury. The Church of Rome proclaimed in every way 
that was in her power the reality and the continued 
existence of the crime. She strained every nerve to 
stimulate the persecution. She taught by all her 
organs that to spare a witch was a direct insult to 
the Almighty, and to her ceaseless exertions is to be 
attributed by far the greater proportion of the blood 
that was shed. In 1484, Pope Innocent VIII. issued 
a bull, which gave a fearful impetus to the persecu- 
tion, and he it was who commissioned the Inquisitor 
Sprenger, whose book was long the recognised manual 
on the subject, and who is said to have condemned 
hundreds to death every year. Similar bulls were 
issued by Julius II. in 1504, and by Adrian YI. in 
1523. A long series of Provincial Councils asserted 
the existence of sorcery, and anathematised those 

' Madden, vol.i. pp. 303,304. a little grillage called Moraines 
Michelet, La SorcUre, p. 206. will be found in the Bdaiion 
Sprenger ascribes TeU’s shot sur une ^}pidkmie (LHystho- 
to the assistance of the devil. JDemonopathie en 1861, par le 
Mall. Mai. (Pars ii. c. xvi.) Docteur A. Constans (Paris, 
Savoy has always been espe- 1863). Two French writers, 
daily subject to those epi- Allan Kardec and Mirville, 
demies of madness which were have maintained this epidemic 
once ascribed to witches, and to be supernatural. 

Boguet noticed that the prin- ® Compare Planeey, Diet, 
cipal wizards he had burnt wfemal, article Blokula ; 
were from that country. An Hutchinson on Witchcraft^ p, 
extremely curious account of a 65 ; Madden, vol. i. p. 854. 
recent epidemic of this kind in 
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who resorted to it. ‘ The njiiversal practice of the 
Church was to place magic and sorcery among the 
reserved cases, and at Prones, to declare magicians 
and*sorcerers*excommimicatedj*^ and a form of exor- 
cism was solemnly inserted in the ritnal. Almost all 
the great works that were written in favour of the 
executions were written by ecclesiastics. Almost all 
the lay works on the same side were dedicated to and 
sanctioned by ecclesiastical dignitaries. Ecclesias- 
tical tribunals condemned thousands to death, and 
countless bishops exerted all their influence to mul- 
tiply the victims. In a word, for many centuries it 
was universally believed, that the continued existence 
of witchcraft formed an integral part of the teaching 
of the Church, and that the persecution that raged 
through Europe was supported by the whole stress 
of her infallibiHty.2 

Such was the attitude of the Church of Rome with 


* Thiers, Superst. vol. i. 
p. 142. 

® Por ample evidence of the 
teaching of Catholicism on the 
subject, see Madden’s History 
of Fhant. vol. i. pp. 234-248 ; 
Des Mousseaux, Pratiques des 
Demons (Paris, 1854), p. 174- 
177 ; Thiers’ Super st. tom. i. 
pp. 138-163. The two last- 
mentioned writers were ardent 
Catholics. Thiers, who wrote 
in 1678 (I have used the Paris 
edition of 1741), was a verj 
learned and moderate theo- 
logian, and wrote under the 
approbation of ‘the doctors in 
the faculty of Paris : ’ he says 
— ‘ On ne S 9 auroit nier qu’il y 
ait des magiciens ou des sorciers 
(car ees deux mots se prennent 
ordinairement dans m&me 


signification) sans contredire 
visiblement les saintes lettres, 
la tradition sacr^e et profane, 
les lois canoniqTjps et civiles et 
I’exp^rience de tous les sifeeles* 
et sans rejeter avec impudence 
I’autoritd irrefragable et infail- 
lible de TEglise qui lance si 
souvent les foudres de I’excom- 
munication contr’ eux dans ses 
Prdnes ’ (p. 132). So also 
Garinet — * Tous les conciles, 
tous les synodes, qui se tinrent 
dans, les seize premiers slides 
de TEglise s’^lfevent centre 
sorciers ; tous les 6crivains ec- 
cUsiastiques les condamnent 
avec plus ou moins de s4v6rit6’ 
(p. 26J. The bull of Innocent 
"^II. is prefixed to Malleus 
Mulifioarmn, 
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reference to tMs subject, but on this ground, tbe 
Reformers had no conflict with their opponents. The 
credulity which Luther manifested on all matters 
connected with diabolical intervention^ was amazing, 
even for his ago ; and, when speaking of witchcraft, 
his language was emphatic and unhesitating. ‘I 
would have no compassion on these witches,* he ex- 
claimed, ‘ I would burn them all ! * i In England the 
establishment of the Reformation was the signal for 
an immediate outburst of the superstition ; and there, 
as elsewhere, its decline was represented by the clergy 
as the direct consequence and the exact measure of 
the progress of rehgious scepticism. In Scotland, 
where the Reformed ministers exercised greater in- 
fluence than in any other country, and where the 
witch trials fell almost entirely into their hands, the 
persecution was proportionately atrocious. Probably 
the ablest defender of the belief was Glanvil, a clergy- 
man of the English Establishment ; and one of the 
most influential was Baxter, the greatest of the Puri- 
tans. It spread, with Puritanism, into the Kew World ; 
and the executions in Massachusetts form one of the 
darkest pages in the history of America. The greatest 
religious leader of the last century ^ was among the 
latest of its supporters. 

If we ask why it is that the world has rejected 
what was once so universally and so intensely be- 
lieved, why a narrative of an old woman who had 
been seen riding on a broomstick, or who was proved 
to have transformed herself into a wolf, and to have 

' Colloquia de fascinationi- 126, 127. Calvin, also, when 
bus. Por the notions of Me- remodelling the laws of (Geneva, 
lancthon on these subjects, see left those on witchcraft intact. 
Baxter’s World of pp. ® Wesley. 
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devoured the flocks of her neighbours, is deemed so 
entirely incredible, most persons would probably be 
unable to give a very definite answer to the question. 
It is iot becauSe we have examined the evidence and 
found it insufficient, for the disbelief always pre- 
cedes, when it does not prevent, examination. It is 
rather because the idea of absurdity is so strongly 
attached to such narratives, that it is difficult even 
to consider them with gravity. Yet at one time no 
such improbability was felt, and hundreds of persons 
have been burnt simply on the two grounds I have 
mentioned. 

When so complete a change takes place in public 
opinion, it may be ascribed to. one or other of two 
causes. It may be the result of a controversy which 
has conclusively settled the question, establishing to 
the satisfaction of all parties a clear preponderance 
of argument or fact in favour of one opinion, and 
making that opinion a truism which is accepted by 
all enlightened men, even though they have not 
themselves examined the evidence on which it rests. 
Thus, if any one in a company of ordinarity educated 
persons were to deny the motion of the earth, or the 
circulation of the blood, his statement would be 
received with derision, though it is probable that 
some of his audience would be unable to demonstrate 
the first truth, and that very few of them could give 
sufficient reasons -for the second. They may not 
themselves be able to defend their position ; but they 
are aware that, at certain known periods of history, 
controversies on those subjects took place, and that 
known writers then brought forward some definite 
arguments or experiments, which were ultimately 
accepted by the whole learned world as rigid and 



10 


RATIONALISM IN EUROPE. 


conclusive demonstrations. It is possible, also, for 
as complete a change to be ejBPected by what is called 
the spirit of the age. The general intellectual ten- 
dencies pervading the literature of'^a century pro- 
foundly modify the character of the public mind. 
They form a new tone and habit of thought. They 
alter the measure of probability. They create new 
attractions and new antipathies, and they eventually 
cause as absolute a rejection of certain old opinions 
as could be produced by lihe most cogent and 
definite arguments. 

That the disbelief in witchcraft is to be attributed 
to this second class of influences ; that it is the 
result, not of any series of definite arguments, or of 
new discoveries, but of a gradual, insensible, yet 
profound modification of the habits of thought pre- 
vailing in Europe ; that it is, thus,- a direct conse- 
quence of the progress of civilisation, and of its 
influence upon opinions ; must be evident to any one 
who impartially investigates the question. If we 
ask what new arguments were discovered during the 
decadence** of the belief, we must admit that they 
were quite inadequate to account for the change. 
All that we can say of the unsatisfactory nature of 
confessions under torture, of the instances of impos- 
ture that were occasionally discovered, of the ma- 
licious motives that may have actuated some of the 
accusers, might have been said during the darkest 
periods of the middle ages. The multiplication of 
books and the increase of knowledge can have added 
nothing to these obvious arguments. Those who 
lived when the evidences of witchcraft existed in 
profusion, and attracted the attention of all classes, 
and of all grades of intellect, must surely have been 
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as competent judges as ourselves, if tlie queSHon was 
merely a question of evidence. Tlie gradual^'ce^^^j 
tion of the accusations was the consequence, and. not 
the c%use, of the scepticism. The progress of medi- 
cal knowledge may have had considerable inhuence 
on the private opinions of some writers on the sub- 
ject, but it was never influential upon the public 
mind, or made the battle ground of the controversy. 
Indeed, the philosophy of madness is mainly due to 
Pinel, who wrote long after the superstition had 
vanished 5 and even if witchcraft had been treated as 
a disease, this would not have destroyed the belief 
that it was Satanic, in an age when all the more 
staithng diseases were deemed supernatural, and 
when theologians maintained that Satan frequently 
acted by the employment of natural laws. One dis- 
covery, it is true, was made during the discussion, 
which attracted great attention, and was much in- 
sisted on by the opponents of the laws against 
sorcery. It was, that the word translated ‘ witch ’ 
in the Levitical condemnation may be translated 
‘ poisoner.’ ^ This discovery in itself is^ however, 
obviously insufficient to account for the change. It 
does not afiect the enormous mass of evidence of the 
workings of witchcraft, which was once supposed to 
have placed the belief above the possibility of doubt. 
It does not afiect such passages as the history of the 
witch of Endor, *or of the demoniacs in the ITew 
Testament, to which the believers in witchcraft 
triumphantly appealed. Assuming the existence of 
witches — assuming that th^re were really certain 

i This was first, I heheye, other side of the question was 
asserted by Wier. In England supported on the Continent by 
it was much maintained during Bodm, and in England by 
the reign of Charles II. The Glanvil, More, Casaubon, dec. 
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persons who were constantly engaged in inflicting, 
by diaboHcal agency, every form of evil on their 
neighbours, and whose machinations destroyed count- 
less lives — there can be no doubt that these persons 
should be punished with death, altogether irrespec- 
tively of any distinct command. The truth is, that 
the existence of witchcraft was disbelieved before 
the scriptural evidence of it was questioned. A dis- 
belief in ghosts and witches was one of the most 
prominent characteristics of sbepticism in the seven- 
teenth century. At first it was nearly confined to 
men who were avowedly freethinkers, but gradually 
it spread over a wider circle, and included almost all 
the educated, with the exception of a large propor- 
tion of the clergy. This progress, however, was not 
effected by any active propagandism. It is not 
identified with any great book or with any famous 
writer. It was not the triumph of one series of 
arguments over another. On the contrary, no facts 
are more cleazdy established in the literature of 
witchcraft than that the movement was mainly 
silent, unargumentative, and insensible ; that men 
came gradually to disbelieve in witchcraft, because 
they came gradually to look upon it as absurd ; and 
that this new tone of thought appeared, first of all, 
in those who were least subject to theological in- 
fiuences, and soon spread through the educated laity, 
and last of all took possession of the clergy. 

It may be stated, I believe, as an invariable truth, 
that, whenever a religion which rests in a great mea- 
sure on a system of terrorism, and which paints in 
dark and forcible colours the misery of men and the 
power of evil spirits, is intensely realised, it will en- 
gender the belief in witchcraft or magic. The panic 
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wbicli its teacMngs will create, will overbalance tbe 
faculties of multitudes. The awful images of evil 
spirits of superhuman power, and of untiring malig- 
nity, yill contiiyially haunt the imagination. They will 
blend with the illusions of age or sorrow or sickness, 
and wiU appear with an especial vividness in the 
more alarming and unexplained phenomena of nature. 

This consideration will account for the origin of the 
conception of magic in those ages when belief is 
almost exclusively the work of the imagination. At 
a much later period, the same vivid realisation of 
diabolical presence will operate powerfully on the 
conclusions of the reason. We have now passed so 
completely out of the modes of thought which pre- 
dominated in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, 
and we are so firmly convinced of the unreality of 
witchcraft, that it is only by a strong effort of the 
imagination that we can realise the position of the 
defenders of the belief. Yet it is, I think, difficult 
to examine the subject with impartiality, without 
coming to the conclusion that the historical evidence 
establishing the reality of witchcraft is so vast and 
so varied, that nothing but our overwhelming sense 
of its antecedent improbability and our modem ex- 
perience of the manner in which it has faded away 
under the influence of civilisation can justify us in 
despising it. The defenders of the belief, who were 
often men of great and distinguished talent, main- 
tained that there was no fact in all history more fully 
attested, and that to reject it would be to strike at 
the root of all historical evidence of the miraculous. 
The belief implied the continual occurrence of acts of 
the most extraordinary and impressive character, and 
of such a nature as to fall strictly within human cog- 
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nisance. The subject, as we have seen, was examined 
in tens of thousands of cases, in almost every country 
in Europe, by tribunals which included the acutest 
lawyers and ecclesiastics of the age, ot. the scene and 
at the time when the alleged acts had taken place, 
and with the assistance of innumerable sworn wit- 
nesses. The judges had no motive whatever to de- 
sire the condemnation of the accused ; and, as con- 
viction would be followed by a fearfnl death, they 
had the strongest motives tOr exercise their power 
with caution and deliberation. The whole force of 
public opinion was directed constantly and earnestly 
to the question for many centuries ; and, although 
there was some controversy concerning the details of 
witchcraft, the fact of its existence was long consi- 
dered undoubted. The evidence is essentially cumu- 
lative. Some cases may be explained by monomania, 
others by imposture, others by chance coincidences, 
and others by optical delusions ; but, when we con- 
sider the multitudes of strange statements that were 
sworn and registered in legal documents, it is very 
difficult to^frame a general rationalistic explanation 
which will not involve an extreme improbability. In 
our own day, it may be said with confidence, that it 
would be altogether impossible for such an amount 
of evidence to accumulate round a conception which 
had no substantial basis in fact. The ages in which 
witchcraft flourished were, it is true, grossly credu- 
lous ; and to this fact we attribute the belief, yet we 
do not reject their testimony on ah matters of secular 
history. If we considered witchcraft probable, a 
hundredth part of the evidence we possess would 
have placed it beyond the region of doubt. If it 
were a natural but a very improbable fact, our reluct- 
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ance to believe it would Lave been completely stifled 
by the multiplicity of the proofs. 

ITow, it is evident that the degree of improbability 
we attach to histories of witches, will depend, in a 
great measure, upon our doctrine concerning evil 
spirits, and upon the degree in which that doctrine is 
realised. If men believe that invisible beings, of 
superhuman power, restless activity, and intense 
malignity, are pei’petually haunting the world, and 
directing all their energies to the temptation and the 
persecution of mankind ; if they believe that, in past 
ages, these spirits have actually governed the bodily 
functions of men, worked miracles, and foretold fu- 
ture events, — if aU this is beheved, not with the dull 
and languid assent of custom, but with an intensely 
realised, living, and operative assurance; if it pre- 
sents itself to the mind and imagination as a vivid 
truth, exercising that influence over th.e reason, and 
occupying that prominence in the thoughts of men, 
which its importance would demand, the antecedent 
improbabihty of witchcraft would appear far less 
than if this doctrine was rejected or was unrealised. 
When, therefore, we find a growing disposition to re- 
ject every history which involves diabolical interven- 
tion as intrinsically absurd, independently of any 
examination of the evidence on which it rests, we 
may infer from this fact the declining realisation of 
the doctrine of evil spirits. 

These two considerations wiU serve, I -think, to 
explain the history of witchcraft, and also to show 
its great significance and importance as an index of 
the course of civilisation. To follow out the subject 
into details would require a far greater space than I 
can assign to it, but I hope to he able to show, suf&- 
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oientlj, wliat have been the leading phases through 
which the behef has passed. 

Ill the ruder forms of savage life, we find the belief 
in witchcraft universal ; ^ and accompanied, in most 
instances, by features of peculiar atrocity. The rea- 
son of this is obvious. Terror is everywhere the be- 
ginning of religion. The phenomena which impress 
themselves most forcibly on the mind of the savage 
are not those which enter manifestly into the se- 
quence of natural laws and which are productive of 
most beneficial effects, but those which are disastrous 
and apparently abnormal. Gratitude is less vivid than 
fear, and the smallest apparent infraction of a natural 
law produces a deeper impression than the most sub- 
lime of its ordinary operations. When, therefore, the 
more startling and terrible aspects of nature are pre- 
sented to his mind ; when the more deadly forms of 
disease or natural convulsion desolate his land, the 
savage derives from these things an intensely realised 
perception of diabolical presence. In the darkness of 
the night ; amid the yawning chasms and the wild 
echoes of the mountain gorge ; under the blaze of 
the comet, or the solemn gloom of the eclipse ; when 
famine has blasted the land; when the earthquake 
and the pestilence have slaughtered their thousands ; 
in every form of disease which refracts and distorts 
the reason; in all that is strange, portentous, and 
deadly, he feels and cowei’S before the supernatural. 
Completely exposed to all the influences of nature, 
and completely ignorant of the chain of sequence 
that unites its various parts, he lives in continual 
dread of what he deems the direct and isolated acts 

1 On the universality of the of Mstory, b. viii. c. 2 ; IMauiy, 
belief, see Herder, ^hilosoyhy Histoire de Magie^ yassim. 
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of eyil spirits. Feeling tliem contimially near Lim^ 
he will natnrally endeavour to enter into communion 
with them. He will strive to propitiate them with 
gifts. ^ If some ^eat calamity has fallen upon him, 
or if some vengefal passion has mastered his reason, 
he will attempt to invest himself with their authority; 
and his excited imagination will soon persuade him 
that he has succeeded in his desire. If his abilities 
and his ambition place him above the common level, 
he will find in this belief the most ready path to 
power. By professing to hold communion with and 
to control supernatural beings, he can exercise an 
almost boundless infiuence over those about him ; and, 
among men who are intensely predisposed to believe 
in the supernatural, a very little dexterity or ac- 
quaintance with natural laws will support his preten- 
sions. By converting the terror which some great 
calamity has produced into anger against an alleged 
sorcerer, he can at the same time take a signal ven- 
geance upon those who have offended him, and in- 
crease the sense of his own importance. Those whose 
habits, or appearance, or knowledge, separate thorn 
from the multitude, will be naturally suspected of 
communicating with evil spirits ; and this suspicion 
will soon become a certainty, if any mental disease 
should aggravate their peculiarities. In this manner 
the infiuences of ignorance, imagination, and impos- 
ture will blend and co-operate in creating a belief in 
witchcraft, and in exciting a hatred against those 
who are suspected of its practice, commensurate with 
the terror they inspire. 

In a more advanced stage of civilisation, the fear 
of witches will naturally fade, as the habits of arti- 
ficial life remove men from those infiuences which act 

VOL» I. c 
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npon tlie imagmation, and as increasing knowledge 
explains some o£ tlie more alarming pkenomena of 
nature. The helief, however, that it is possible, by 
supernatural agency, to indict evil ^upon ma^^kind, 
was general in ancient Greece and Rome ; and St. 
Augustine assures us that all the sects of philosophers 
admitted it, with the exception of the Epicureans, 
who denied the existence of evil spirits. The Decem- 
virs passed a law condemning magicians to death. 
A similar law was early enacted in Greece ; and, in 
the days of Demosthenes, a sorceress named Lamia 
was actually executed.^ The philosophy of Plato, by 
greatly aggrandising the sphere of the spiritual, did 
much to foster the belief ; and we find that when- 
ever, either before or after the Christian era, that 
philosophy has been in the ascendant, it has been 
accompanied by a tendency to magic. Besides this, 
the ancient civilisations were, never directed earnestly 
to the investigation of natural phenomena ; and the 
progress made in this respect was, in consequence, 
very small. On the whole, however, the persecution 
seems to have been, in those countries, almost en- 
tirely free from religious fanaticism. The magician 
was punished because he injured man, and not be- 
cause he offended God, 

In one respect, during the later period of Pagan 
Rome, the laws against magic seem to have revived, 
and to have taken a somewhat different form, with- 
out, however, representing any phase of a religious 
movement, but simply a political requirement. 
Under the head of magic were comprised some astro- 
logical and other methods of foretelling the future ; 
and it was found that these practices had a strong 
* Patisanias. 
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tendency to foster conspiracies against tlie emperors. 
The soothsayer often assured persons that they -were 
destined to assxime the pnrple, and in that way 
stimnlfLted then^to rebellion. By casting the horo- 
scope of the reigning emperor, he had ascertained, 
according to the popular belief, the period in which 
the government might be assailed with most prospect 
of success ; and had thus proved a constant cause of 
agitation. Some of the forms of magic had also 
been lately imported into the empire from Greece, 
and were therefore repugnant to the conservative 
spirit that was dominant. Several of the emperors, 
in consequence, passed edicts against the magicians, 
which were executed with considerable thiough some- 
what spasmodic energy.^ But although magicians 
were occasionally persecuted, it is not to be inferred 
from this that everything that was comprised under 
the name of magic was considered morally wrong. 
On the contrary, many of the systems of divination 
formed an integral part of religion. Some of the 
more public modes of foretelling the future, such as 
the oracles of the gods, were still retained and 
honoured; and a law, which made divination con- 
cerning the future of the emperor high treason, shows 
clearly the spirit in which the others were sup- 
pressed. The emperors desired to monopolise the 
loiowledge of the fature, and consequently drew 
many astrologers to their courts, while they banished 
them from other parts of the Idngdom.^ They were 
so far from attaching the idea of sacrilege to prac- 

^ TMs very obscure brauch learned and able work, from 
of the subject has been most which I have derived great 
admirably treated by Maujy, assistance. 

JSisioire de la Magie (Paris, * Maury, ch. iv, 

1860), pp. 78-85. An extremely 
c2 
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tices^ wHch enabled them to foretell conung events, 
that Marcus Anrelins and Julian, -who were both 
;^ssionately attached to their religion, and who were 
among the best men who have e\^r sat upon a 
throne, were among the most ardent of the patrons 
of the' magicians. 

Such was the somewhat anomalous position of the 
magicians in the last days of Pagan Rome, and it 
acquires a great interest from its bearing on the 
policy of the Christian emperors. 

When the Christians were first scattered through 
the Roman empire, they naturally looked npon this 
question with a very difierent spirit from that of the 
heathen. Inspired by an intense rehgioTis enthu- 
siasm, which they were nobly sealing with their 
blood, they thought much less of the civil than of 
the religions consequences of magic, and sacrilege 
seemed much more terrible in their eyes than anar- 
chy. Their position, acting npon some of their dis- 
tinctive doctrines, had filled them with a sense of 
Satanic presence, which must have shadowed every 
portion of their belief, and have predisposed them to 
discover diabolical infiuence in every movement of the 
pagan. The fearful conception of eternal punish- 
ment, adopted in its most material form, had flashed 
with its full intensity npon their minds.* They 
believed that this was the destiny of aU who were 
beyond the narrow circle of their Church, and that 
their persecutors were doomed to agonies of especial 
poignancy. The whole world was divided between 
the kingdom of Grod and the kingdom of Satan. 
The persecuted Church represented the first, the 
persecuting world the second. In every scoff that 
was directed against their creed, in every edict that 
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menaced their persons, in every interest tliat opposed 
their progress, they perceived the direct and imme- 
diate ^action of the devil. They found, a great and 
ancient rehgion subsisting around them. Its gor- 
geous rites, its traditions, its priests, and its miracles, 
had pre-occupied the public mind, and presented 
what seemed at first an insuperable barrier to their 
mission. In this religion they saw the especial 
workmanship of the -devil, and their strong predis- 
position to interpret every event by a miraculous 
standard persuaded them that all its boasted prodi- 
gies were real. 'Nor did they find any difficulty in 
explaining them. The world they believed to be full 
of malignant demons, who had in all ages persecuted 
and deluded mankind.- From the magicians of 
Egypt to the demoniacs of the l!^'ew Testament, their 
power had been continually manifested. In the 
chosen land they could only persecute and afflict ; 
but, among the heathen, they possessed supreme 
power, and were universally worshipped as divine. 

This doctrine, which was the natural consequence 
of the intellectual condition of the age, acting upon 
the belief in evil spirits, and upon the scriptural 
accounts of diabolical intervention, had been still 
further strengthened by those Platonic theories which, 
in their Alexandrian form, had so profoundly influ-« 
enced the early teachings of the Church. ^ According 
to these theories, the immediate objects of the de- 
votions of the pagan world were subsidiary spirits of 
finite power and imperfect morality — angels, or, as 

^ On tlie doctrine of the on the Platonic theory, which 
demons, in its relation to occupies the greater part of the 
heathen worship, see the dbap- eighth book of the CiviicUe 
ter on Neo-Platonism in Maury, 
and the curious argument based 
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they were then called, demons — ^who acted the part 
of mediators; and who, by the permission of the 
supreme and inaccessible Deity, regulated the rejjgious 
government of mankind. In this manner a compro- 
mise was effected hetweenmonotheism and polytheism. 
The religion of the state was true and lawfol, but it 
was not irreconcilable with pure theism. The Chris- 
tians had adopted this conception of subsidiary spirits ; 
but they maintained them ^ to be not the willing 
agents, but the adversaries, of the Deity ; and the 
word demon, which, among the pagans, signified 
only a spirit below the level of a Divinity, among 
the Christians signified a devil. 

This notion seems to have existed in the very 
earliest period of Christianity; and, in the second 
century, we find it elaborated with most minute and 
detailed care. Teitullian, who wrote in that century, 
assures us that the world was Ml of these evil spirits, 
whose influence might be descried in every portion 
of the pagan creed. Some of them belonged to that 
band of rebels who had been precipitated with Satan 
into the abyss. Others were the angels who, in the 
antediluvian world, had become attached to the 
daughters of men ; and who, having taught them to 
dye wool, and to commit the still more fearM offence 
of painting their faces, had been justly doomed to 
eternal suffering.^ These were now seeking in every 

^ JDe Czdtu Fcsminarimi, lib. i. were attached to the antedilu- 
c.^ 2. This curious notion is vians were possibly devils — 
given on the axithority of the incubi, as they were called — 
prophecy of Enoch, which was and that the word angel in the 
thought by some — and Tertul- writings attributed to Enoch, 
lian seems to have inclined to and in all parts of Scripture, 
their opinion — to be authorita- signifying only messenger, may 
tive Scripture. St. Augustine be applied to any spirit, good 
suggests that tho * angels ^ who or had (fie Ctv. JDeij lib. xv. 
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way to thwart the purposes of the Almighty, and 
their especial dehght was to attract to themselves the 
wor^p which was due to Him alone. Hot only the 
more immoral deities of heathenism, not only such 
divinities as Yenus, or Mars, or Mercury, or Pluto, but 
also those who appeared the most pure, were hterally 
and undoubtedly diabolical. Minerva, the personifi- 
cation of wisdom*, was a devil, and so was Diana, the 
type of chastity, and so was Jupiter, the heathen 
conception of the Mos£ High. The spirits who were 
worshipped under the names of departed heroes, and 
who were supposed to have achieved so many acts of 
splendid and philanthropic heroism, were aU devils 
who had assumed the names of the dead. The same 
condemnation was passed upon those bright creations 
of a poetic fancy, the progenitors of the mediseval 
fairies, the nymphs and dryads who peopled every 
grove and hallowed every stream.^ The air was filled 
with unholy legions,^ and the traditions of every land 
were replete with their exploits. The immortal lamp, 
which burnt with an unfading splendour in the tem- 
ple of Yenus; the household gods that were trans- 
ported by invisible hands through the air ; the miracles 
which clustered so thickly around the vestal virgins, 
the oracular shrines, and the centres of Eoman power, 

cap. 23), This rule of inter- Poissy, for the preservation 
pretation had, as we shall see, of the nuns from their power 
an important influence on the (Pes Housseaux, Pratiques des 
later ttieology of witchcraft. Phnons, p. 81). 

' Much the same notions ® One sect of heretics of the 
were long after held about fourth century — ^the Messalians 
the fairies. A modern Prench — went so far as to make spit- 
writer states, that till near the ting a religious exercise, in 
middle of the eighteenth can- hopes of thus casting out the 
tury, a mass was annually devils they inhaled* (Maury, 
celebrated in the Abbey of p. 317.) 
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■were aU attestations of tlieir presence. Under the 
names of Sylvans and Faitns, and Dnsii, they had not 
only frequently appeared among mankind, but had 
made innumerable women the objects bf their passion. 
This fret was so amply attested, that it appears im- 
pudence to deny it.^ Persons possessed with devils 


^ ‘Hoc negare impudentiae 
videatur ’ (St. Aug. De Civ. Dei, 
lib. sv. cap. 23). The Saint, 
however, proceeds to say, ‘ Non 
hie aliquid andeo temere defi.- 
nire.’ See also Justin Martyr, 
Ap. c. V. The same notion was 
perpetuated through the suc- 
ceeding ages, and marriage 
with devils was long one of 
the most ordinary accusations 
in the witch trials. The devilB 
who appeared in the female 
form were generally ‘called 
succubi; those who appeared 
like men, inoubi (though this 
distinction was not always pre- 
served). The former were com- 
paratiTely rare, but Hodin 
mentions a priest who had 
commerce \<lth one for more 
than forty years, and another 
priest who fonnd a faithfol 
mistress in a devil for half a 
century : they were both burnt 
alive (Dknonomanie des Sor^ 
ciers, p. 107). Luther was a 
firm believer in this intercourse 
(Ibid). The incubi were much 
more common; and hundreds, 
perhaps thousands, of women 
have been burnt on account 
of the belief in them, It 
was observed that they had a 
peculiar attachment to women 
with beautiful hair ; and it was 
an old Catholic belief that 
St. Paul alluded to this in 
that somewhat curious passage. 


in which he exhorts women 
to cover their heads because 
of the ‘ angels ’ (Sprenger, 
Mall. Mai. Pars i. Quaest. 4 ; 
and Pars ii. Quaest. 2). The 
incubi generally had no children, 
but there were some excep- 
tions to this rule, for Nider 
the inquisitor assures us that 
the island of Cyprus was en- 
tirely peopled by their sons 
(Mcdl. Malifi. p. 522), and a 
similar parentage was ascribed 
to the Huns. The ordinary 
phenomenon of nightmare, as 
the name imports, was asso- 
ciated with this belief (see a 
curious passage in Bodin, p. 
109). The Husii, whose ex- 
ploits St. Augustine mentions, 
were Celtic spirits, and are the 
origin of our ‘ Deuce * (Maury, 
p. 189). For the much more 
cheerful views of the Cahalists, 
and other secret societies of 
the middle ages, concerning 
the intercourse of philosophers 
with sylphs, salamanders, &c., 
see that very curious and 
amusing hook, Le Comte de 
Gabalis, ou EntreUens mr les 
Sciences seerbtes (Paris, 1671). 
Lilith, the first wife of Adam, 
concerning whom the Rabbini- 
cal traditions are so full, who 
was said to suck the blood of, 
infants, and from whose name 
the word lullaby (Lili Abi) is 
supposed by some to have been 
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were constantly Hlberated "by the Cliristians, and 
tombs of the exorcists have been discovered in the 
catacombs. If a Christian in any respect deviated 
from^he path oi duty, a visible manifestation of the 
devil sometimes appeared to terrify him. A Christian 
lady, in a fit of thoughtless dissipation, went to the 
theatre, and at the theatre she became possessed 
with a devil. The exorcist remonstrated with the 
evil spirit on the presumption of its act. The devil 
replied apologetically, i^at it had found the woman 
in its honse.^ The rites of paganism had in some 
degree pervaded all departments of life, and all were 
therefore tainted "with diabolical infinence. In the 
theatre, in the circus, in the market-place, in all the 
public festivals, there was something which manifested 
their presence. A Christian soldier, on one occasion, 
refased even to wear a festal crown, because laxu-els 
had been originally dedicated to Bacchus and Venus ; 
and endured severe punishment rather than comply 
with the custom. Much discussion was elicited by 
the transaction, but Tertullian -wrote a treatise® 
maintaining that the martyr had only complied with 
his strict duty. 


derived, was long regarded as 
the queen of the succubi (Plan- 
cey, Diet inf., art. LUith). 
The Greeks believed that night- 
mare resulted from the presence 
of a demon named Bphialtes. 

^ Tertullian, De S^ectaculis, 
cap. 33vi, Another woman, 
this writer assures ns, having 
gone to see an actor, dreamed 
all the following night of a 
winding-sheet, and heard the 
actor’s name ringing, with 
frightful reproaches, in her 


oars. To pass to a much later 
period, St. Gregory the Great, 
in the sixth century, mentions 
a nun who, when walking in a 
garden, began to eat without 
making the sign of the cross. 
She had bitter cause to repent 
of her indecent haste, for she 
immediately swallowed a devil 
in a lettuce {Dialogi, lib. i. c. 4). 
The whole passage, which is 
rather long ibr quotation, is ex- 
tremely curious. 

* De Corona. 
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The terror which such a doctrine must have spread 
among the early Christians may he easily conceived. 
They seemed to breathe an atmosphere of miracles. 
"Wherever they turned they were surrounded afid be- 
leaguered by malicious spirits, who were perpetually 
manifesting their presence by supernatural acts. 
Watchful fiends stood beside every altar ; they min- 
gled with every avocation of life, and the Christians 
were the special objects of their hatred. All this was 
universally believed ; and it- was realised with an 
intensity which, in this secular age, we can scarcely 
conceive. It was realised as men realise religious 
doctrines, when they have devoted to them the un- 
divided energies of their lives, and when their faith 
has been intensified in the furnace of persecution. 

The bearing of this view upon the conception of 
magic is very obvious. Among the more civilised 
pagans, as we have seen, magic was mainly a civil, 
and in the last days of the empire, .mainly a political, 
crime. In periods of great political insecurity it as- 
sumed considerable importance ; at other periods it 
fell completely into the background. Its relation to 
the prevailing religion was exceedingly indeterminate, 
and it comprised many rites that were not regarded 
as in any degree immoral. In the early Church, on 
the other hand, it was esteemed the most horrible 
form of sacrilege effected by the direct agency of evil 
spirits. ’ It included the whole system of paganism, 
explained all its prodigies, and gave a fearful signifi- 
cance to all its legends. It assumed, in consequence, 
an extraordinary importance in the patristic teaching; 
and acted strongly and continnally on the imagina- 
tions of the people. 

When the Church obtained the direction of the 
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civil power, slie soon modified or abandoned tbe 
tolerant maxims sbe bad formerly inculcated ; and, in 
tbe ^onrse of a few years, restrictive laws were en- 
acted, botb against tbe Jews and against tbe heretics. 
It appears, however, that tbe mnltitnde of pagans, in 
tbe time of Constantine, was still so great, and tbe 
zeal of tbe emperor so languid, that be at first sbranb 
from directing bis laws openly and avowedly against 
tbe old faith, and an ingenious expedient was devised 
for sapping it at its base, under tbe semblance of tbe 
ancient legislation. Magic, as I have said, among 
tbe Romans, included, not only those appeals to evil 
spirits, and those modes of indicting evil on others, 
which bad always been denounced as sacrilegious, but 
also certain methods of foretelling tbe future, which 
were not regarded as morally -wTong, but only as 
politically dangerous. This latter department formed 
an offshoot of the established religion, and bad never 
been separated from it with precision. Tbe laws bad 
been devised for tbe purpose of preventing rebellions 
or imposition, and they ‘bad been executed in that 
spirit. Tbe Gbristian emperors revived'' these laws, 
and enforced them with extreme severity, but directed 
them against tbe religion of tbe pagans.^ At first, 
that secret magic which tbe decemvirs bad prohibited, 
but which bad afterwards come into general use, was 
alone condemned ; but, in tbe course of a few reigns, 
tbe circle of legislation expanded, till it included tbe 
whole system of paganism. 

Almost immediately after bis conversion, Constan- 
tine enacted an extremely severe law against secret. 

^ The history of this more- jStsr la Magio^ and also by 
ment has been traced with I)estruction du !Bagan- 

masterly ability by Maury, isTm dan$ V Oeoidcnt^ 
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magic. He decreed tliat any a nispes wlio entered 
into tlie house of a citizen, for the purpose of cele- 
brating Ms rites, should be burnt alive, the property 
of his employers confiscated, and fhe accuser re- 
vrarded.^ Two years later, however, a proclamation 
was issued which considerably attenuated the force 
of this enactment, for it declared that it was not the 
intention of the Emperor to proMbit magical rites, 
wMch were designed to discover remedies for diseases, 
or to protect the harvests from hail, snow, or tempests.^ 

This partial tolerance continued till the death of 
Constantine, but completely passed away under his 
successor. Constantins appears to have been governed 
by far stronger convictions than his father. He had 
embraced the Arian heresy, and is said to have been 
much infiuenced by the Arian priests ; and he directed 
his laws with a stem and almost passionate eagerness 
against the forms of magic wMoh verged most closely 
upon the pagan worship. At the beginning of one 
of these laws, he complained that many had been 
producmg tempests, and destroying the lives of their 
enemies by«bhe assistance of the demons,' and he pro- 
ceeded to prohibit in the sternest manner, and under 
pain of the severest penalties, every kind of magic. 
All who attempted to foretell the future — ^the augurs, 
as well as the more irregular diviners — were em- 
phatically condemned. Magicians who were cap- 
tured in Borne were to be thrown to the wild beasts ; 

^ Codex Theodosianus, lib. ix. tempt on the art of foretelling’ 
tit-XTi. c. 1, 2. The pagan his- (lib. ii. c. 29); and Eusebius 
torian Zosimus observes, that dassifies his prohibition of 
■when Constantine had aban- prophecy with the measures 
doned his country’s gods, ‘ he directed openly against pagan- 
made this beginning of im- ism {Vita Const. Mh, i. 
piety, that be looked -vTith con- ® Cod. Th. lib. ix. t. xvi. 1. Z\ 
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and those wlio were seized in the provinces to be put 
to excruciating torments, and at last crucified. If 
they persisted in denying their crime, their flesh was 
to b# torn their bones with hooks of iron.^ 

These fearfnl penalties were directed against those 
who practised rites which had long been universal ; 
and which, if they were not regarded as among the 
obligations, were, at least, among the highest privi- 
leges of paganism. It hasbeen observed as a significant 
fact, that in this reign the title ‘ enemies of the 
human race,’ which the old pagan laws had applied 
to the Christians, and which proved so efiectual in 
exasperating the popular mind, was transferred to the 
magicians.^ 

The task of the Christian emperors in combating 
magic was, in truth, one of the most difficult that 
can be conceived 5 and aU the penalties that Roman 


» Cod. Th. lib. ix. t. xvi. 1. 4, 
5, 6. The language is curious 
and very peremptory — thus, wo 
read in law 4 : ‘ Nemo harus- 
picem cosnulat, aut mathemati- 
CTizii, nemo hariolum. Augurum 
et vatum prava confessio conti- 
cescat. Chaldsei ac magi et 
ceteri quos maleficos ob facino- 
rum magnitudinem vulgus ap- 
pellat, nee ad hanc partem 
aliquid moliantur. Sileat om- 
nibus perpetuo divinandi curio- 
sitas : etenim supphcium, capitis 
feret gladio ultore prostratus 
quicunque jussis obsequium 
denegaverit/ Another law (6) 
concludes; *Si convictus ad 
proprium facinus detegentibus 
repugnaverit perne^ando sit 
eculeo deditus, ungulisque sul- 
cantibus latera perferat poenas 
proprio dignas facznore.’ On 


the nature of the punishments 
that were employed, compare 
the Commentary on the law, in 
Ritter’s edition (Leipsic, 1738), 
and Beugnot, tom. i. p. 143. 

^ Beugnot, tom^ i. p. 148. 
On these laws, M. Maury well 
says : ‘ De la sorto se trouvaient 
atteints les ministres du poly- 
th4isme les plus en cr<5dit, Ics 
pratiques qui inspiraieut i la 
Superstition le plus de confianco 
.... Bien des gens no se 
souciaiont plus de rendre aux 
dieux le culte Ugal ot conaacr(S ; 
mais los oracles, les augures, 
les presages, prosque tons les 
paiions y recouraient avoc con- 
fiance, et leur en enlever la 
possibility cAtait leur d^pouil^ 
ler de ce qui faisait leur con- 
solation et leur joie ^ (pp. 117, 
118). 
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■barbaz’ity could devise, were unable to destroy prac- 
tices wbicb were tbe natural consequence of tbe pre- 
vailing credulity. As long as men believed that they 
could easily ascertain tbe future, it w^s quite ceiptain 
tbat curiosity would at length overpower fear. As 
long as they believed tbat a few simple rites could 
baffle tbeir enemies, and enable them to acbieve tbeir 
most cberisbed desires, they would most unquestion- 
ably continue to practise tbem. Priests might 
fnl^nate their anathemas, and emperors multiply 
their penalties ; but scepticism, and not terrorism, 
was the one corrective for the evil. This scepticism 
was nowhere to be found. The populace never 
questioned for a moment the efficacy of magic. The 
pagan philosophers were all infatuated by the dreams 
of Neo-Platonism, and were writing long books on the 
mysteries of Egypt, the hierarchy of spirits, and their 
intercourse with men. The Pathers, it is true, vehe- 
mently denounced magic, but they never seem to 
have had the faintest suspicion that it was a delusion. 
If Christianity had nothing to oppose to the fascina- 
tion of thoi^e forbidden rites, it would have been im- 
possible to prevent the immense majority of the 
people from reverting to them ; but, by a very natural 
process, a series of conceptions were rapidly intro- 
duced into theology, which formed what may be 
termed a rival system of magic, in which the taHs- 
mgtoic virtues of holy water, and of Christiau cere- 
monies, became a kind of counterpoise to the virtue 
of unlawful charms. It is very remarkable, however, 
that, while these sacred talismans were indefinitely 
multiplied, the other great fascination of magic, the 
power of predicting the future, was never claimed hy 
the Christian clergy. If the theory of the writers of 
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the eighteenth century had been correct; if the 
superstitions that culminated in mediasYalisiii had 
been simply the result of the knavery of the clergy ; 
this -would mo^ certainly not have been the case. 
The Christian priests, like all other priests, would 
have pandered to the curiosity which was universal, 
and something analogous to the ancient oracles or 
auguries would have been incorporated into the 
Church. Nothing of this kind took place, because 
the change which passed over theology was the result, 
not of imposture, but of a normal development. No 
part of Christianity had a tendency to develops into 
an oracular system : and had such a system arisen, 
it would have been the result of deliberate dhaud. On 
the other hand, there were many conceptions con- 
nected with the faith, especially concerning the effi- 
cacy of baptismal water, which, under the pressure of 
a materialising age, passed, by an easy and natural, 
if not legitimate transition, into a kind of fetishism, 
assimilating -with the magical notions that were so 
universally diffused. 

St. Jerome, in his life of St. Hilarion,, relates a 
miracle of that saint which refers to a period a few 
years after the death of Constantins, and which 
shows clearly the position that Christian ceremonies 
began to occupy with reference to magic. It appears 
that a Christian, named Italicus, was accustomed to 
race horses against the pagan duumvir of Gaza, and 
that this latter personage invariably gained the vic- 
tory, by means of magical rites, which stimulated his 
own horses, and paralysed those of his opponent. 
The Christian, in despair, had recourse to St. Hilarion. 
The saint appears to have been, at first, somewhat 
startled at the application, and rather shrank from 
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participatiiig actively in Horse-racing ; "but Italions at 
last persuaded Him tHat tHe canse was worfcHy of Ms 
intervention, and obtained a bowl of water wHcH 
Hilarion Himself Had consecrated, pnd wHicH was 
tHerefore endowed?* witH a peculiar virtue. At lengtH 
tHe day of tHe races arrived. THe cHariots were 
placed side by side, and tHe spectators tHronged the 
cdrcns. As tHe signal for tHe start was given, Italicns 
sprinkled His Horses witH tHe Holy water. Imme- 
cliately tHe cHariot of the OHristian flew witH a 
snpematnral rapidity to tHe goal ; wHile tHe Horses 
of Ms adversary faltered and staggered, as if they 
Had been struck by an invisible Hand. THe circns 
rang with wild cries of wonder, of joy, or of anger. 
Some called for the deatH of the OHristian magician, 
bnt many otHers abandoned paganism in consequence 
of the miracle.' 

The persecution wMch Constantins directed against 
the magicians was of course suspended under Julian, 
whose spirit of toleration, when we consider the age 
He lived in, tHe provocations He endured, and the in- 
tense religious zeal He manifested, is one of tHe most 
remarkable facts in Mstory. He was passionately 
devoted to tHose forms of magic wMcH the pagan 
religion admitted, and Ms palace was always tHronged 
witH magicians. The consultation of the entrails, 
wMcH Constantins Had forbidden, was renewed at the 
coronation of Julian ; and it was reported among the 
Christians, that they presented, on that occasion, the 


^ Vita Sancti Eilarimis. This Hundred persons in a little more 
miracle is related HyBeugnot. than a month, driving away 
The whole life of St. Hilarion serpents, &c., we find the saint 
is crowded with prodigies that producing rain with the same 
illustrate the view taken in the facility as the later witches, 
text. Besides curing about two 
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form of a cross, surmoTinted by a crowa,^ Darings 
the short reign of Jovian, the same tolerance seems 
to have continued ; but Yalentinian renewed the per- 
secution, and fjaade another law against ‘impious 
prayers and midnight sacrifices,’ which were stiU 
offered.^ This law excited so much discontent in 
Grreece, where it was directly opposed to the esta- 
blished religion, that Yalentinian consented to its 
remaining inoperative in that province ; but, in other 
portions of the Empire, fearful scenes of sufferiag 
and persecution were everywhere witnessed.® Li 
the East, Yalens was persecuting, with impartial 
zeal, all who did not adopt the tenets of the Arian 
heresy. ‘The very name of philosopher,’ as it has 
been said, became ‘ a title of proscription and the 
most trivial offences were visited with death. One 
philosopher was executed, because, in a private letter, 
he had exhorted his wife not to forget to crown the 
portal of the door. An old woman perished, because 
she endeavoured to allay the paroxysms of a fever by 
magical songs. A young man, who imagined that he 
could cure an attack of diarrhoea by touching alter- 
nately a marble pillar and his body, while he re- 
peated the vowels, expiated this not very alarming 
superstition by torture and by death.^ 

In reviewing these persecutions, which were di- 
rected by the orthodox and by the Arians against 
magicians, we must carefully guard against some 
natural exaggerations. It would be very unfair to 
attribute directly to the leaders of the Church tho 

* St. Gregory ITaziauzeu (3rd ® Maury, pp. 118, 119. 
Oration against Julian), .■* Amraianns Marcellinns, lib* 

® Cod. Th. lib. xx, t. xvi. 1. 7, xxix. c, 1, 2. 

&c, . 

YOL. I. D 
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edicts that produced them. It would he still more 
unfair to attribute to them the spirit in which those 
edicts were executed. Much allowance must he 
made for the personal harharity of cirtain emj^erors 
and prefects ; for the rapacity that made them seek 
for pretexts hy which they might confiscate the pro- 
perty of the wealthy ; and for the alarm that was 
created hy every attempt to discover the successor to 
the throne. We have positive evidence that one or 
other of these three causes was connected with most 
of the worst outbursts of persecution ; and we know, 
from earlier history, that persecutions for magic had 
taken place on political as well as on religions 
grounds, long before Christianity had triumphed. 
We must not, again, measure the severity of the per- 
secution hy the precise language of the laws. If we 
looked simply at the written enactments, we should 
conclude that a considerable portion of the pagan 
worship was, at an early period, absolutely and uni- 
versally suppressed. In practice, however, the law 
was constantly broken. A general laxity of adminis- 
tration had. pervaded aU parts of the empire, to an 
extent which the weakest modern governments have 
seldom exhibited. Popular prejudice ran counter to 
many of the enactments ; and the rulers frequently 
connived at their infraction. We find, therefore, 
that the application of the penalties that were decreed 
was irregular, fitful, and uncertain. Sometimes they 
were enforced with extreme severity. Sometimes 
the forbidden rites were practised without disguise. 
Yery frequently, in one part of the empire, perse- 
cution raged fiercely, while in another part it was 
unknown. "When, however, all these qualifying cir- 
cumstances have been admitted, it remains clear that 
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a series of laws were directed against rites wHcIi 
were entirely innocuous, and which had been long 
universally practised, as parts of the pagan worship, 
for tEe purposed of sapping the religion from which 
they sprang. It is also clear that the ecclesiastical 
leaders aU believed iu the reality of magic ; and that 
they had vastly increased the popular sense of its 
enormity, by attributing to all the pagan, rites a 
magical character. Under Theodosius, this phase of 
the history of magic terminated. In the beginning 
of his reign, that emperor contented himself with re- 
iterating the proclamations of his predecessors ; but 
he soon cast off all disguise, and prohibited, under 
the severest penalties, every portion of the pagan 
worship. 

Such was the policy pursued by the early Church 
towards the magicians. It exercised in some respects 
a very important influence upon later history. In. 
the first place, a mass of tradition was formed which, 
in later ages, placed the reality of the crime above 
the possibility of doubt. In the second place, the 
nucleus of fact, around which the fables o| the inqui^ 
sifors were accumulated, was considerably enlarged. 
By a curious, but very natural transition, a great 
portion of the old pagan worship passed from the 
sphere of religion into that of magic. The country 
people continued, in secrecy and danger, to practise 
the rites of their forefathers. They were told that, 
by those rites, they were appealing to powerfal and 
malicious spirits; and, after several generations, 
they came to believe what they were told ; without, 
however, abandoning the practices that were con- 
demned. It is easier for superstitions men, in a 
superstitious age, to change all the notions that are 
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associated witli tTieir rites, than to free their minds 
from their influence. Religions never tmly perish, 
except hj a natural decay. In the towns, paganism 
had arrived at the last stage of dec:iepitude, -^hen 
Christianity arose ; and, therefore, in the towns, the 
victory of Christianity was prompt and decisive ; hnt^ 
in the country, paganism still retained its vigonr, 
and defied all the efforts of priests and magistrates to 
eradicate it. The invasion of the barbarians still 
further strengthened the pagan element, and at last 
a kind of compromise was effected. Paganism, as a 
distinct system, was annihilated, but its different 
elements continued to exist in a transfigured form, 
and under new names. Many portions of the system 
were absorbed by the new faith. They coalesced 
with the doctrines to which they bore most resem- 
blance, gave those doctrines an extraordinary pro- 
ihinence in the Christian system, and rendered them 
peculiarly acceptable and influential. Antiquarians 
have long since shown that, in almost every part of 
the Roman Catholic faith, the traces of this amalga- 
mation may be detected. Another portion of pagan- 
ism became a kind of excrescence upon recognised 
Christianity. It assumed the form of innumerable 
superstitious rites, which occupied an equivocal posi- 
tion, sometimes countenanced, and sometimes con- 
demned, hovering upon the verge of the faith, asso- 
ciated and intertwined with authorised religious prac- 
tices, occasionally censured by councils, and habitually 
encouraged by the more ignorant ecclesiastics, and 
frequentiy attracting a more intense devotion than 
the regular ceremonies with which they were allied. ^ 

* Many, hundreds of these are given in Scott’s, Discovery 
superstitions are examined hy of Witchiraft. 

Thiers. A great number also 
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A third portion oontiimed in the form of magical 
rites, which were practised in defiance of persecution 
and^athema^ and which continued, after the nomi- 
nal suppression of Paganism, for nearly eight cen- 
turies.^ These rites, of course, only form one element, 
and perhaps not a very prominent one, in the system 
of witchcraft; hut any analysis which omitted to 
notice them would he imperfect. All those grotesque 
ceremonies which Shakspeare portrayed in Macbeth 
were taken from the old paganism. In numbers of 
the description of the witches’ sahbath, Diana and 
Herodias are mentioned together, as the two most 
prominent figures ; and among the articles of accu- 
sation brought against witches, we find enumerated 
many of the old practices of the augurs. 

In the sixth century, the victory of Christianity 
over paganism, considered as an external system, and 
the corruption of Christianity itself, were both com- 
plete ; and what are justly termed the dark ages may 
be said to have begun. It seems, at first sight, a 
somwhat strange and anomalous fact that, during 
the period which elapsed between the sixth and the 
thirteenth centuries, when superstitions were most 
numerous, and credulity most universal, the execu- 
tions for sorcery should have been comparatively 
rare. There never had been a time in which the 
minds of men were more completely imbued and 
moulded by supernatural conceptions, or in which 
the sense of Satanic power and Satanic presence was 
more profound and universal. Many thousands of 
cases of possession, exorcisms, miracles, and appari- 
tions of the Evil One were recorded. They were 


' Michelet {La Soroi^ej p. 36, note)» See also Maury, 
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accepted -witlioTit tlie faintest doubt, and bad become 
the habitual held upon which the imagination ex- 
patiated. There was scarcely a great^ saint whgt had 
not, on some occasion, encountered a visible mani- 
festation of an evil spirit. Sometimes the devil 
appeared as a grotesque and hideous animal, some- 
times as a black man, sometimes as a beautiful 
woman, sometimes as a priest haranguing in the 
pulpit, sometimes as an angel of hght, and sometimes 
in a still holier form.^ Yet, strange as it may now 
appear, these conceptions, though intensely believed 
and intensely realised, did not create any great de- 
gree of terrorism. The very multiplication of super- 
stitions had proved their corrective. It was fiimly 
believed that the arch-fiend was for ever hovering 
about the Christian ; but it was also believed, that the 
sign of the cross, or a few drops of holy water, or the 
name of Mary, could put him to an immediate and 
ignominious flight. The lives of the saints were 
crowded with his devices, but they represented him 
as unifonply vanquished, humbled, and contemned. 
Satan himself, at the command of Cyprian, had again 
and again assailed an unarmed and ignorant maiden, 
who had devoted herself to religion. He had exhausted 
all the powers of sophistry, in obscuring the virtue of 
virginily; and all the resources of archangelio elo- 
quence, in favour of a young and noble pagan who 
aspired to the maiden’s hand ; but the simple sign of 
the cross exposed every sophism, quenched every 
emotion of terrestrial love, and drove back the fiend, 

^ On the appearances of the and also Ignatius Lupus, in 
devil in the form of Christ, see "Edict, 8. Inguisitionis (1603), 
the tract by G-erson in the p. 185. 

Malleus Male/, (vol. ii. p. 77) ; 
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"baffled and dismayed, to the magician who had sent 
Mm.^ Legions of devils, drawn up in ghastly array, 
surroimded the church towards which St, Manr was 
movmg, and obstructed, with menacing gestures, 
the progress of the saint ; but a few words of esorcism 
scattered them in a moment through the air. A 
ponderous stone was long shown, in the church of 
St. Sabina at Rome, which the devil, in a moment of 
despairing passion, had flung at St. Dominick, vainly 
hoping to crush a head that was sheltered by the 
guardian angel. The Gospel of St. John suspended 
around the neck, a rosary, a relic of Christ or of a 
saint, any one of the thousand talismans that were 
distributed among the faithful, sufficed to baffie the 
utmost efforts of diabolical maHce. The consequence 
of this teaching was a condition of thought, which is 
so far removed from that which exists in the present 
day, that it is only by a strong exertion of the imagi- 
nation that we can conceive it. What may be called 
the intellectual basis of witchcraft, existed to the 
fullest extent. All those conceptions of diabolical 
presence : all that predisposition towards fhe miracu- 
lous, which acted so fearfully upon the imaginations 
of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, existed ; but 
the implicit faith, the boundless and triumphant cre- 
dulity with which the virtue of ecclesiastical rites 
was accepted, rendered them comparatively innocu- 
ous. If men had been a little less superstitious, the 
effects of their superstition would have been much 
more terrible. It was firmly believed that any one 

> See this story very amns- (Tr&ves, 1591), pp. 465-467. 
ingly told, on the authority St, Gregory Nazianzen men- 
of Nicephorus, in Binsfeldius tions (Oration xviii.) that St. 
De Confessionihus Malejicorwn Cyprian had been a magician. 
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wlio deviated from the strict line o£ orthodoxy must 
soon succumb beneath the power of Satan; but 
as there was no spirit of rebellion or of doubt, 
this persuasion did not produce any extraordinary 
terrorism. 

Amid all this strange teaching, there ran, however, 
one vein of a darker character. The more terrible 
phenomena of nature were entirely unmoved by ex- 
orcisms and sprinklings, and they were invariably 
attributed to supernatural interposition. In every 
nation it has been believed, at an early period, that 
pestilences, famines, comets, rainbows, eclipses, and 
other rare and startling phenomena, were effected, 
not by the ordinary sequence of natural laws, but by 
the direct intervention of spirits. In this manner, 
the predisposition towards the miraculous, which is 
the characteristic of all semi-civilised nations, has 
been perpetuated, and the clergy have also frequently 
identified these phenomena with acts of rebellion 
against themselves. The old Catholic priests were 
consummate masters of these arts, and every rare 
natural evsnt was, in the middle ages, an occasion 
for the most intense terrorism. Thus, in the eighth 
century, a fearful famine afflicted France, and was 
generally represented as a consequence of the repug- 
nance which the French people manifested to the 
payment of tithes.^ In the ninth century a total 
eclipse of the sun struck terror through Europe, and 
is said to have been one of the causes of the death of 
a French king.^ In the tenth century a similar phe- 
nomenon put to flight an entire army.^ More than 

^ G-arinet, p. 38. note^ where an immense amount 

* Ibid. p. 42. of evidence on the subject is 

• Buckle’s Hist, vol. i. p. 346, given. 
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once, tlie apparition of a comet filled Europe witL. an 
almost maddening terror; and, wlieneYer a noted 
person was struck down by sudden illness, tbe deatk 
was attributed fo sorcery. 

Tbe natural result, I think, of such modes of 
tbought would be, that tbe notion of sorcery should’ 
be very common, but that the fear of it should not 
pass into an absolute mania. Credulity was habitual 
and universal, but religious terrorism was fitful and 
transient. We need not, therefore, be surprised that 
sorcery, though very familiar to the minds of men, 
did not, at the period I am referring to, occupy that 
prominent position which it afterwards assumed. 
The idea of a formal compact with the devil had not 
yet been fonned ; but most of the crimes of witch- 
craft were recognised, anathematised, and punished. 
Thus, towards the end of the sixth century, a son of 
Eredegonde died after a short illness ; and numbers 
of women were put to the most prolonged and ex- 
cruciating torments, and at last burnt or broken on 
the wheel, for having caused, by incantations, the 
death of the prince.* In Germany, the* Codex de 
MatJiematicis et Maleficiis^ long continued in force, 
as did the old Salic law on the same subject in 
Erance. Charlemagne enacted new and very strin- 
gent laws, condemning sorcerers to death, and great 
numbers seem to have perished in his reign.® Hail 
and thunder storms were almost universally attributed 
to their devices, though one great ecclesiastic of the 

* Graxinet, pp. 14, 15. geometrise disci atque exexceri 

® THs was the title of the putliee interest. Ars antem 
Roman code I have reviewed, mathematica damnatilis est et 
Mathematicns was the name interdicta omnino.* 
given to astrologers : as a law ® Q-arinet, p. 39, 
of Diocletian put it, ‘artem 
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Dintli centary — AgolDard, Arclilbisliop of Lyons — ^had 
tlie rare merit of opposing tlie popular belief.' 

There existed, too, all through the middle ages, 
and eyen as late as the seyenteenth cfentury, the sect 
of the CabaHsts, who were especially persecuted as 
magicians. It is not easy to obtain any yery clear 
notion of their mystic doctrines, which long exer- 
cised an extraordinary fascination oyer many minds, 
and which captiyated the powerful and daring intel- 
lects of Cardan, Agrippa, and Paracelsus. They 
seem to haye comprised many traditions that had 
been long current among the Jews, mixed with much 
of the old Platonic doctrine of demons, and with a 
large measure of pure naturalism. With a degree of 
credulity, which, in our age, would be deemed barely 
compatible with sanity, but which was then per- 
fectly natural, was combined some singularly bold 
scepticism ; and, probably, a greater amount was 
yeiled under the form of allegories than was actually 
ayowed. The Cabalists belieyed in the existence of 
spirits of nature, embodiments or representatiyes of 
the four elements, sylphs, salamanders, gnomes, and 
ondines, beings of far more than human excellence, 
but mortal, and not untinctured by human frailty. 
To rise to intercourse with these elemental spirits 
of nature was the highest aim of the philosopher. 
He who would do so, must seyer himself from the 
common course of life. He must purify his soul by 
fasting and cehbacy, by patient and unwearied study, 
by deep communion with nature and with nature’s 
laws. He must learn, aboye aU, to look down with 
contempt upon the angry quarrels of opposing creeds ; 
to see in each religion an aspect of a continuous law, 

^ Garinet, p. 45. He also sayed the liyes of some Cahalists. 
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a new phase and manifestation of the action of the 
spirits of nature upon mankind. 

It is not difficult to detect the conception which 
underlies this leaching. As, however, no religions 
doctrine can resist the conditions of the age, these 
simple notions were soon encrusted and defaced hy 
so many of those grotesque and material details, 
which invariably resulted jfrom mediasval habits of 
thought, that it is only by a careful examination that 
their outlines can be traced. It was believed that it 
was possible for philosophers to obtain these spirits 
in literal marriage ; and that such a union was the 
most passionate desire of the spirit-world. It was 
not only highly gratifying for both parties in this 
world, but greatly improved their prospects for the 
next. The sylph, though she lived for many cen- 
turies, was mortal, and had in herself no hope of 
a future life, but her human husband imparted to 
her his own immortality, unless he was one of the 
reprobate, in which case he was saved from the 
pangs of hell by participating in the mortality of his 
bride. This general conception was elaborated in 
great detail, and was applied to the history of the 
TaU, and to the mythology of paganism, on both of 
which subjects the orthodox tenets were indignantly 
spumed. Scarcely any one seems to have doubted 
the reality of these spirits, or that they were accus- 
tomed to reveal themselves to mankind; and the 
coruscations of the Aurora are said to have been 
attributed to the flashings of their wings. ^ The only 
question was, ^concerning their nature. According to 

' Garinet, p. 36. This, how- helieYo the Aurora to he formed 
ever, is douhtful. Herder men- hy spirits dancing and playing 
tions that the Greenlanders hall. 
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the Cabalists, they were pure and virtuous. Accord- 
ing to the orthodox, they were the incubi who were 
spoken of by St. Angnstine ; and all who haj com- 
merce with them were deservedly bumt.^ 

The history of the Cabalists furnishes, I tbi-nk, a 
striking instance of the aberrations of a spirit of 
free- thinking in an age which was not yet ripe for 
its reception. When the very opponents of the 
Church were so completely carried away by the tide, 
and were engrossed with a mythological system as 
absurd as the wildest legends of the hagiology ; it is 
not at all surprising that the philosophers who arose 
in the ranks of orthodoxy should have been ex- 
tremely credulous, and that their conceptions should 
have been characterised by the coarsest materialism. 
Among the very few men who, in some slight degree, 
cultivated profane literature during the period I am 
referring to, a prominent place must be assigned to 
Michael Psellus. This voluminous author, though 
he is now, I imagine, very little read, still retains 
a certain position in literary history, as almost the 
only Byzantine writer of reputation who appeared 
for some centuries. Towards the close of the 
eleventh century he wrote his dialogue on ‘ The 

^ On the Hebrew Cabala, the sylph for his wife, and the 
see the learned work of M. story of the apple was allegori- 
iPranek, and on the notions in cal, &c. This last notion ap- 
the middle ages, and in the pears to have been a relic of 
sixteenth and seventeenth cen- Manichseism, and was ^ very 
turies, Ze Comte de Crabalis, common among the heretics of 
Plancey, Diet, infemdj art. the tenth and eleventh cen- 
Cabale. All the heathen gods tnries (Matter, Rist. dju, Gnos- 
were supposed to he sylphs or tidsme, tom. iii. pp. 269, 260). 
other aerial spirits. Vesta was Paracelsus was one of the prin- 
the wife of Noah — ^Zoroaster, cipal asserters of the existence 
her son, otherwise called Japhet. of the sylphs, &c. 

The sin of Adam was deserting 
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Operation of Demons; ’ wHci. is, in a great measure^ 
an exposition of the old Neo-Platonic doctrine of the 
hierarchy of spirits, but which also throws con- 
siderable light on the modes of thonght prevailing in 
his time. He assures ns that the world was full oi 
demons, who were very frequently appearing among 
his countrymen, and who manifested their presence 
in many different ways. He had himself never seen 
one, but he was well acquaiuted with persons who 
had actual intercourse with them. His principal 
authority was a Grecian, named Marcus, who had at 
one time disbelieved in apparitions ; but who, having 
adopted a perfectly solitary hfe, had been surrounded 
by spirits whose habits md appearance he most 
minutely described. Having thus amassed consider- 
able information on the subject, Psellus proceeded to 
digest it into a philosophical system, connecting it 
with the teachings of the past, and unfolding the 
laws and operations of the spirit world. He lays it 
down as a fundamental position that all demons have 
bodies. This, he says, is the necessary inference 
from the orthodox doctrine that they endure the 
torment of fire.^ Their bodies, however, are not, 
like those of men and animals, cast into an un- 
changeable mould. They are rather like the clouds, 
refined and subtle matter, capable of assuming any 
form, and penetrating into any orifice. The horrible 
tortures they endure in their place of punishment 
have rendered them extremely sensitive to suffering ; 
and they continually seek a temperate and somewhat 
moist warmth in order to allay their pangs. It is 

^ This was a yery old notion, worth’s Jseit, BystSTo^ 7ol. ii. 
St. Basil seems to have main- p. 648. 
tained it very strongly. Cnd- 
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for this reason tlxat tliey so frequently enter into 
men and animals. Possession appears to liaYe been 
quite frequent, and madness was generally regarded 
as one of its results. Psellus, howeyer, mentions 
tliat some physicians formed an exception to the 
prevailing opinions, attributing to physical what was 
generally attributed to spiritual causes, an aberration 
which he could only account for by the materialism 
which was so general in their profession. He men- 
tions iucidentally the exploits of incubi as not un- 
known, and enters into a long disquisition about a 
devil who was said to be acquainted with Armenian. 

We find then, that, aU through the middle ages, 
most of the crimes that were afterwards collected by 
the inquisitors in the treatises on witchcraft were 
known ; and that many of them were not unfre- 
quehtly punished. At the same time the executions, 
during six centuries, were probably not as numerous 
as those which often took place during a single de- 
cade of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. In the 
twelfth century, however, the subject passed into an 
entirely new phase. The conception of a witch, as 
we now conceive it — that is to say, of a woman who 
had entered into a deliberate compact with Satan, 
who was endowed with the power of working mira- 
cles whenever she pleased, and who was continually 
transported through the air to the Sahbath, where 
she paid her homage to the Evil One — ^first ap- 
peared.^ The panic created hy the hehef advanced 
at first slowly, but after a time with a fearfully 
accelerated rapidity. Thousands of victims were 
sometimes burnt alive in a few years. Every country 
in Europe was stricken with the wildest panic. 

' Hauiy, p. 185. 
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Huadreds of the ablest judges were selected for the 
extirpation of the crime. A Yast literature was 
created on the subject, and it was not until a con- 
siderable portion of the eighteenth century had 
passed away, that the executions finally ceased.^ 

I shall now endeayour to trace the general causes 
which produced this outburst of superstition. We 
shall find, I think, that in this, as in its earlier 
phases, sorcery was closely connected with the pre- 
yailing modes of thought on religious subjects ; and 
that its history is one of the most faithful indications 
of the laws of religious belief in their relation to the 
progress of civilisation. 

The more carefully the history of the centuries 
prior to the Eieformation is studied, the more evident 
it becomes that the twelfth century forms the great 
turning point of the European intellect. Owing to 
many complicated causes, which it would be tedious 
and difficult to trace, a general revival of Latin 
literature had then taken place, which profoundly 
modified the intellectual condition of Europe, and 
which, therefore, impHed and necessitated •a modifi- 
cation of the popular belief. For the first time for 
many centuries, we find a feeble spirit of doubt 
combating the spirit of credulity ; a curiosity for 
purely secular knowledge replacing, in some small 
degree, the passion for theology ; and, as a consequence 
of these things, a diminution of the contemptuous 
hatred with which all who were external to Chris- 
tianity had been regarded. In every department of 
thought and of knowledge, there was manifested a 

' The last judicial execution p. 41 5), the last law on 

in Europe was, I believe, in the subject, the Irish Statute, 
Switzerliid, in 1782 (Michelef s which was notrepealedtill 1821, 
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vague disquietude, a spirit o£ restless and feverish 
anxiety, that contrasted strangely with the preceding 
torpor. The long slumber of untroubled orthodoxy 
was broken by many heresies, which, though*^ often 
repressed, seemed in each succeeding century to ac- 
quire new force and consistency. Manichaeism, which 
had for some time been smouldering in the church, 
burst into a fierce flame among the Albigenses, and 
was only quenched by that fearful massacre in which 
tens of thousands were murdered at the instigation 
of the priests. Then it was that the standard of an 
impartial philosophy was first planted by Abelard 
in Europe, and the minds of the learned distracted 
by subtle and perplexing doubts concerning the 
leading doctrines of the faith. Then, too, the teach- 
ings of a stem and uncompromising infidelity flashed 
forth from Seville and from Cordova ; and the form 
of Averroes began to assume those gigantic propor- 
tions, which, at a later period, overshadowed the 
whole intellect of Europe, and ahnost persuaded some 
of the ablest men that the reign of Antichrist had 
begun.i A-t the same time, the passion for astrology 
and for the fatalism it implied revived with the 
revival of pagan learning, and penetrated into the 

^ Eorthe history of this Tory and, for two or three centuries, 
remaxhable movement, see the most of the great works in 
able essay of Benan on Averroes. Christendom bore some marks 
Among the Mahomedans, the of Averroes. M. Benan has 
panic was so great, that the collected some curious evidence 
theologians pronounced logic from the Italian painters of the 
and philosophy to be the two fourteenth century, of the pro- 
great enemies of their profes- minence Averroes had assumed 
sion, and ordered all books on in the popular mind. The three 
those dangerous subjects to be principal figures in Orgagna’s 
burnt. Among the Christians, picture of Hell, in the Campo 
St. Thomas Aquinas devoted Santo, at Pisa, are Mahomet, 
his genius to the controversy ; Antichrist, ahd Averroes. 
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halls of nobles and the palaces of kings. Every 
doubt, every impulse of rebellion against ecclesiastical 
authority, above all, every heretical opinion, was 
regar Jed as the direct instigation of Satan, and their 
increase as the measure of his triumph. Tet these 
things were now gathering darkly all around, 
Europe was beginning to enter into that inexpressibly 
painful period in which men have learned to doubt, 
but have not yet learned to regard doubt as innocent ; 
in which the new mental activity produces a variety 
of opinions, while the old credulity persuades them 
that all but one class of opinions are the suggestions 
of the devH. The spirit of rationalism was yet un- 
bom ; or if some faint traces of it may be discovered 
in the teachings of Abelard, it was at least far too 
weak to allay the panic. There was no independent 
enquiry ; no confidence in an honest research ; no 
disposition to rise above dogmatic systems or tra- 
ditional teaching ; no capacity for enduring the 
sufferings of a suspended judgment. The Church 
had cursed the human intellect by cursing the doubts 
that are the necessary consequence of its exercise. 
She had cursed even the moral faculty by asserting 
the guilt of honest error. 

It is easy to perceive that, in such a state of thought, 
the conception of Satanic presence must have as- 
sumed a peculiar prominence, and have created a 
peculiar terror. Multitudes were distracted by doubts, 
which they sought in vaiu to repress, and which they 
firmly believed to be the suggestions of the devil. 
Their horror of pagans and Mahomedans diminished 
more and more as they acquired a relish for the 
philosophy of which the first, or the physical sciences 
of which the ^second, were the repositories. Every 

VOIi X. E 
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step in knowledge increased tlieir repugnance to the 
coarse materialism which was prevalent, and every 
generation rendered the general intellectual tendencies 
more manifestly hostile to the Church. On the other 
hand, that Church presented an aspect of the sternest 
indexibilLty. Rebellion and doubt were, in her eyes, 
the greatest of all crimes : and her doctrine of evil 
spirits and of the future world supplied her with 
engines of terrorism which she was prepared to em- 
ploy to the uttermost. Accordingly we find that 
about the twelfth century the popular teaching began 
to assume a sterner and more solemn cast ; and the 
devotions of the people to be more deeply tinctured 
by fanaticism. The old confidence which had almost 
toyed with Satan, and in the very exuberance of an 
unfaltering faith had mocked at Ids devices, was ex- 
changed for a harsh and gloomy asceticism. The 
aspect of Satan became more formidable, and the 
aspect of Christ became less engaging. Till the close 
of the tenth century, the central figure of Christian 
art had been usually represented as a very young 
man, with an expression of untroubled gentleness and 
calm resting on his countenance, and engaged in 
miracles of mercy. The parable of the Good Shepherd, 
which adorns almost every chapel in the Catacombs, 
was still-the favourite subject of the painter ; and the 
sterner representations of Christianity were compara- 
tively rare. In the eleventh century all this began 
to change. The Good Shepherd entirely disappeared, 
the miracles of mercy became less frequent, and were 
replaced by the details of the Passion and the terrors 
of the Last Judgment. The countenance of Christ 
became sterner, older, and more mournfuL About 
the twelfth century, this change became almost nni- 
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versa! . From this period, -writes one of the most 
learned of modern archaeologists, ‘ Christ appears more 
and more melancholy, and often truly terrible. It is, 
indeed, the rez tremendae majcstatis of onr Dies irae. 
It is almost the God of the Jews making fear the 
beginning of -wisdom.’^ In the same age we find the 
scourgings and the ‘ mimitio monachi ’ — the practice 
of constant bleedings — rising into general use in the 
monasteries ; ^ and, soon after, the Fl age^ ants arose, 
whose stern discipline and passionateTaments over 
prevailing iniquity directed the thoughts of multitudes 
to subjects that were well calculated to inflame their 
imaginations. Almost at the same time, religious 
persecution, which had been for many centuries nearly 
unlmown, amid the calm of orthodoxy, was re-vived 
and stimulated. In the beginning of the thirteenth 
century. Innocent III. instituted the Inquisition, and 
issued the first appeal to princes to employ their 
power for the suppression of heresy; and, in the course 
of the following century, the new tribunal was intro- 
duced ; or, at least, executions for heresy had taken 
place in several great countries in Europe. * 

The terrorism which was thus created by the con- 

^ Bidron, Iconogra'phie cM'- it becomes that, before the in- 
timnef Histoire de Dieu (Paris, vention of printing, painting 
1843), p, 262. See, however, was the most faithful miiror of 
for the whole history of this the popular mind ; and^ that 
very remarkable transition, pp. there was scarcely an intel- 
255-273. To this I may ad.a, lectual movement that it did 
that about the thirteenth cen- not reflect. On the general 
tury, the representations of terrorism of this period, see 
Satan underwent a correspond- Michelet, Histoire de HrancCy 
ing change, and became both tom. vii. pp. 140, 141. 
more terrible and more gro- ® Madden, vol. i. pp, ,859- 
tosque (Maury, 395 ; Cabanis, Eap;port$ pkyr 

p. 136). The more the subject siqu^es et 'fThorause, tom. in pjw 
is examined, the more evident 77-79* 
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flict between an inimntable Cbnrdb. and an age in 
wHcb there was some slight progress, and a real, 
though faint spirit of rebellion, gradually filtered down 
to those who were far too ignorant to become heretics. 
The priest in the pulpit or in the confessional ; the 
monk in his intercourse with the peasant ; the Flagel- 
lant, by his mournful hymns, and by the spectacle of 
his macerations ; abore all, the inquisitor, by his 
judgments, communicated to the lower classes a sense 
of Satanic presence and triumph, which they naturally 
applied to the order of ideas with which they were 
most conversant. In an age which was still grossly 
ignorant and credulous, the popular faith was neces- 
sarily full of grotesque superstitions, which faithfully 
reflected the general tone and colouring of religious 
teaching, though they often went far beyond its limits. 
These superstitions had once consisted, for the most 
part, in wild legends of fairies, mermaids, giants, and 
dragons : of miracles of saints, conflicts in which the 
devil took a prominent part, but was invariably de- 
feated, or illustrations of the boundless effcacy of 
some charm or rehc. About the twelfth century 
they began to assume a darker hue, and the imagina- 
tions of the people revelled in the details of the 
witches’ Sabbath, and in the awful power of the 
ministers of Satan . The inquisitors traversed Europ e, 
proclaiming that the devil was operating actively on 
all sides ; and among their very first victims, were 
persons who were accused of sorcery, and who were 
of course condemned,^ Such condemnations could 
not make the belief in the reality of the crime more 
unhesitating than it had been, but they had a direct 
tendency to multiply the accusations. The imagina- 
* Grarinet, p. 75. 
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tions of tlie people were riveted upon tlie subject. 
A contagious terror was engendered. Some, whose 
minds were thoroughly diseased, persuaded them- 
selves that they were in communion with Satan ; 
all had an increasing predisposition to see Satanic 
agency around them. 

To these things should be added a long series of 
social and pohtical events, into which it is needless 
to enter, for they have very lately been painted with 
matchless vividness by an illustrious living writer. ^ 
A sense of insecurity and wretchedness, often rising 
to absolute despair, had been diffused among the 
people, and had engendered the dark imaginations, 
and the wild and rebellious passions, which, in a 
superstitious age, are their necessary concomitants. 
It has always been observed by the inquisitors that a 
large proportion of those who were condemned to the 
flames were women, whose lives had been clouded by 
some great sorrow ; and that music, which soothes 
the passions, and allays the bitterness of regret, had 
an extraordinary power over the possessed.^ 

Under the influences which I have attempted to 
trace, the notion of witchcraft was reduced to a more 
definite form, and acquired an increasing prominence 
in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. Most of the 
causes that produced it, advanced by their very 
nature with an accelerating force, and the popular 
imagination became more and more fascinated by 
the subject. In the fourteenth century, an event 
occurred which was well calculated to give a fearful 
impulse to the terrorism ; and which may, indeed, be 
justly regarded as one of the most appalling in the 
history of humanity. I allude, of course, to the 

^ Michelet, La Sorcikre, » Bxnsfeldius, p. 156. 
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black deatb. A great German pbysiciaiii bas lately 
investigated, witb mncb skill and learning, tbe bis- 
tory of tbat time ; and be bas recorded bis opinion 
that, putting aside all exaggerated accounts, tbe 
number of those wbo died of tbe pestilence during 
tbe six years of its continuance may be estimated, 
by a very moderate computation, at twenty-five mil- 
bons, or a fourtb part of tbe inbabitants of Europe.^ 
Many great towns lost far more tban balf tbeir 
population ; many, country districts were abnost de- 
populated. 

It would be scarcely possible to conceive an event 
fitted to act with a more terrific force upon tbe ima- 
ginations of men. Even in our own day, we know 
bow great a degree of religious terror is inspired by 
a pestilence ; but, in an age when tbe supernatural 
character of disease was universally bebeved, an 
afBiction of such unexampled magnitude produced a 
consternation which almost amounted to madness. 
One of its first efiects was an enormous increase of 
tbe wealth of tbe clergy by tbe legacies of tbe terror- 
stricken victims, Tbe sect of tbe ElageUants, which 
bad been for a century unknown, reappeared in 
tenfold numbers, and almost every part of Europe 
resounded with tbeir hymns. Then, too, arose tbe 
dancing mania of Elanders and Germany, when 
thousands assembled with strange cries and gestures, 
overawing by tbeir multitudes all authority, and 
proclaiming, amid tbeir wild dances and with shrieks 
of terror, the power and. tbe triumph of Satan.^ It 

^ Hecker’fl Bpidmics of the often imagined themselves to 
Middle Ages^ p. 29. Bocaccio he immersed in a stream of 
witnessed and described this blood. They were hahitnaUy 
pestilence. exorcised. 

® Hecker, p. 82. The dancers 
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lias been observed tbat tHs form of madness raged 
witb an especial violence in tbe dioceses of Cologne 
and Treves, in -wIucIl witchcraffc was afterwards most 
prevalent.^ In Switzerland and in some parts of 
Grermany tbe plague was ascribed to tbe poison of 
tbe Jews ; and tbongb tbe Pope made a noble effort 
to dispel tbe illusion, immense numbers of that nn- 
bappy race were put to death. Some thousands are 
said to bave perished in Mayence alone. More gene- 
rally, it was regarded as a divine chastisement, or as 
an evidence of Satanic power; and tbe most gro- 
tesque explanations were hazarded. Boots with 
pointed toes had been lately introduced, and were 
supposed by many to bave been peculiarly offensive 
to tbe Almighty. 2 What, however, we bave especially 
to observe is, that tbe trials for witchcraft multiplied 
with a fearfiil rapidity.^ 

In tbe fifteenth and sixteenth centuries they may 
be said to have reached their climax. Tbe aspect 
which Europe then presented was tbat of universal 
anarchy and universal terrorism. The intellectual 
influences which bad been long corroding tibe pillars 
of tbe Church bad done their work, and a fearful 
moral retrogression, aggravated by , tbe newly-ac- 

’ There is still an annual which represented an imagina- 
festival near Trfeves in com-^ tive bias of such a wild and 
memoration of the epidemic.* morbid power, began in the 
Madden, yol. i. p. 420. fourteenth century (Pei gnot,^Mr 

* Hecier, p. 82. les Banses dcs Morts^ pp. 26- 

® Ennemoser, Eist, of Magic, 31). The second is, that in 

yol. ii. p. 160. this same century the bas- 

I may here notice, by way of reliefs on cathedrals fretjuently 
illustration, two facts in the represent men kneeling down 
history of art. The first is, before the devil, and devoting 
that those ghastly pictures of themselves to him as his 

the dance of death, which were servants^ (IJifartonne, JPUU du 
afterwards so popular, and Moyen Age, p, 137). 
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quired ecclesiastical wealth, accompanied the intellec- 
tual advance. Tet, over all this chaos, there was 
one great conception dommatmg unchanged. It was 
the sense of sin and Satan ; of the absolute necessity 
of a correct dogmatic system to save men from the 
agonies of heU. The Church, which had long been 
all in all to Christendom, was heaving in what seemed 
the last throes of dissolution. The boundaries of re- 
ligious thought were all obscured. Conflicting ten- 
dencies and passions were raging with a tempestuous 
violence, among men who were absolutely incapable 
of enduring an intellectual suspense, and each of the 
opposing sects proclaimed its distinctive doctrines 
essential to salvation. Doubt was almost universally 
regarded as criminal and error as damnable ; yet the 
first was the necessary condition, and the second the 
probable consequence, of enquiry. Totally unaccus- 
tomed to independent- reasoning, bewildered by the 
vast and undefibaed fields of thought, from which the 
opposing arguments were drawn j with a profound 
sense of the absolute necessity of a correct creed, and 
of the constant action of Satan upon the fluctua- 
tions of the will and of the jud^ent; distracted 
and convulsed by opposing sentiments, which an 
unenlightened psychology attributed to spiritual in- 
spiration, and, above all, parched with a burning 
longing for certainty j the minds of men drifted 
to and fro under the influence of the wildest terror. 
Kone could escape the movement. It filled all 
Europe with alarm, permeated with its influence all 
forms of thought and action, absorbed every element 
of national life into its ever- widening vortex. 

There certainly never has been a movement which, 
in its ultimate results, has contributed so largely to 
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tlie emancipation of the human mind from all snpei'- 
stitions terrors as the Reformation. It formed a 
mnltitede of chnrches, in which the spirit of qualified 
and partial scepticism that had long been a source of 
anarchy, might expatiate with freedom, and he allied 
with the spirit of order. It rejected an immense 
proportion of the dogmatic and ritualistic conceptions 
that had almost covered the whole field of rehgion, 
and rendered possible that steady movement by which 
theology has since then been gravitating towards 
the moral faculty. It, above all, diminished the pro- 
minence of clergy ; and thus prepared the way for 
that general secularisation of the European intellect, 
which is such a marked characteristic of modern 
civilisation. Yet, inappreciably great as are these 
blessings, it would be idle to deny that, for a time, 
the Reformation aggravated the very evils it was 
intended to correct. It was, for a time, merely an 
exchange of masters. The Protestant asserted the 
necessity and the certainty of his distinctive doctrines, 
as dogmatically and authoritatively as the Catholic. 
He beheved in his own infallibility quite as* firmly as 
his opponent believed in the infallibility of the Pope. 
It is only by a very slow process that the human 
mind can emerge from a system of error ; and the 
virtue of dogmas had been so ingrained in all 
religious thought, by the teaching of more than 
twelve centuries, that it required a long and pain- 
ful discipline to weaken what is not yet destroyed. 
The nature of truth, the limits of human faculties, 
the laws of probabilities, and the conditions that are 
essential for an impartial research, were subjects 
with which even the most advanced minds were then 
entirely unfamiliar. There was, indeed, much culti- 
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vation of logic, considered in its most narrow sense ; 

lDnt there was no such, thing as a comprehensive view 

of the whole field of mental science, of the laws and 

* 

limits of the reason. There was also no conviction 
that the reason should he applied to every depart- 
ment of theology, with the same unflinching severity 
as to any other form of speculation. Paith always 
presented to the mind the idea of an abnormal intel- 
lectual condition, of the subversion or suspension of 
the critical faculties. It sometimes comprised more 
than this, but it always included this. It was the 
opposite of doubt and of the spirit of doubt. What 
iireverent men called credulity, reverent men called 
faith ; and although one word was more respectful 
than the other, yet the two words were with most 
men strictly synonymous. Some of the Protestants 
added other and moral ideas to the word, but they 
firmly retained the intellectual idea. As long as 
such a conception existed, a period of religious con- 
vulsion was necessarily a period of extreme suffering 
and terror ; and there can be little doubt that the 
Reformation was, in consequence, the most painfiil of 
all the transitions through which the human intellect 
has passed. 

If the reader has seized the spirit of the foregoing 
remarks, he will already have perceived their appli- 
cation to the history of witchcraft. In order that 
men should believe in witches, their intellects must 
have been familiarised with the conceptions of Satanic 
power and Satanic presence, and they must regard 
these things with an unfaltering belief. In order 
that witchcraft should be prominent, the imagiua- 
tions of men must have been so forcibly directed to 
these articles of belief, as to tinge and govern the 
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liabikLal current of tbeir tbougHts, and to produce a 
strong disposition to see Satanic agency around tbem. 
A long train of circumstances, wLich culm i nated in 
the Reformation, had diffused through Christendom 
a rehgious terror which gradually oyercast the ho- 
rizon of thought, creating a general uneasiness as 
to the future of the Church, and an intense and Tiyid 
sense of Satanic presence. These influences were, it 
is true, primarily connected with abstruse points of 
speculative belief, but they acted in a twofold manner 
upon the grosser superstitions of the people. Al- 
though the illiterate cannot follow the more intricate 
speculations of their teachers, they can, as I have 
said, catch the general tone and character of thought 
which these speculations produce, and they readily 
apply them to their own sphere of thought. Besides 
this, the upper classes, being filled with a sense of 
Satanic presence, will be disposed to beheve in the 
reality of any history of witchcraft. They will, there- 
fore, prosecute the witches, and, as a necessary con- 
sequence, stimulate the delusion. When the belief 
is confined to the lower class, its existence will be 
languishing and unprogressive. But when legislators 
denounce it in their laws, and popes in their bulls ; 
when priests inveigh against it in their pulpits, and 
inquisitors burn thousands at the stake, the imagina- 
tions of men will be inflamed, the terror will prove con- 
tagious, and the consequent delusions be multiplied* 
ITow, popes and legislators, priests and inquisitors, 
will do these things just in proportion to the firmness 
of their behef in the conceptions I have noticed, and to 
the intensity with which their imaginations have been 
directed to those conceptions by religious terrorism. 

We have a striking illustration of the influence 
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Upon witclicraffc, of tlie modes of thouglLt wHcli ihe 
Reformation for a time sustained in tlie life of Luther, 
No single feature was more clearly marked in Ms 
character than an intense and passionate sense of 
sin. He himself often described, in the most grapMc 
language, how, in the seclusion of his monastery at 
Wittenberg, he had passed under the very shadow of 
death, how the gates of hell seemed to open beneath 
his feet, and the sense of hopeless wretchedness, to 
make life itself a burden. While oppressed by the 
keenest sense of moral unworthiness. he was dis- 
tracted by intellectual doubt. He only arrived at 
the doctrines of Protestantism after a long and diffi- 
cult enquiry, struggling slowly through successive 
phases of belief, uncheered for many years by ono 
word of sympathy, and oscillating painfully between 
opposing conclusions. Like all men of vivid imagi- 
nation who are so circumstanced, a theological 
atmosphere was formed about Ms mind, and became 
the medium through wMch every event was contem- 
plated. He was subject to numerous strange hal- 
lucinationci and vibrations of judgment, wMch be 
invariably attributed to the direct action of Satan, 
Satan became, in. consequence, the dominating con- 
ception of Ms life. In every critical event, in every 
mental perturbation, he recognised Satanic power. 
In the monastery of Wittenberg, he constantly heard 
the Devil making a noise in the cloisters ; and be- 
came at last so accustomed to the fact, that he related 
that, on one occasion, having been awakened by the 
sound, he perceived that it was only the Devil, and 
accordingly went to sleep again. The black stain in 
the castle of Wartburg stiH marks the place where 
lie flung an ink-bottle at the Devil. In the midst of 
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Hs long and painful hesitation on the subject of 
transubstantiation, the Devil appeared to hhn, and 
suggested a new argument. In such a state of mind 
he fiaturally accepted, with implicit faith, every 
anecdote of Satanic miracles. He told how an aged 
minister had been interrupted, in the midst of his 
devotions, by a devil who was grunting behind him 
like a pig. At Torgau, the Devil broke pots and 
basins, and flung them at the minister’s head, and at 
last drove the minister’s wife and servants half crazy 
out of the house. On another occasion, the Devil 
appeared in the law courts, in the character of a 
leading barrister, whose place he is said to have 
fiUed with the utmost propriety. Fools, deformed 
persons, the blind and the dumb, were possessed by 
devils. Physicians, indeed, attempted to explain 
these iafirmities by natural causes ; but those phy- 
sicians were ignorant men ; they did not know all 
the power of Satan. Every form of disease might 
be produced by Satan, or by his agents, the witches ; 
and none of the inflrmities to which Luther was 
liable were natural, but his ear-ache waso peculiarly 
diabolical. Had, thunder, and plagues are all the 
direct consequences of the intervention of spirits. 
Many of those persons who were supposed to have 
committed suicide, had in reality been seized by the 
Devil and strangled by him, as the traveller is 
strangled by the robber. The Devil could transport 
men at his will through the air. He could beget 
children, and Luther had himself come in contact^ 
with one of them. An intense love of children was 
one of the most amiable characteristics of the great 
Reformer ; but, on this occasion, he most earnestly 
recommended the reputed relatives to throw the child 
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into a river, in order to free their house from the 
presence of a devil. Aa a natural consequence of 
these modes -of thought, witchcraft did not present 
the slightest improhabOity to his mind. In strict 
accordance with the spirit of his age, he continually 
asserted the existence and the frequency of the 
crime, and emphatically proclaimed the duty of 
burning the witches.^ 

I know, indeed, few stranger, and at the same time 
more terrible pictures, than are furnished by the 
history of witchcraft during the century that pre- 
ceded and the century that followed the Reforma- 
tion. Wherever the conflict of opinions was raging 
among the educated, witchcraft, like an attendant 
shadow, pursued its course among the ignorant and 
Protestants and Catholics vied with each other in 
the zeal with which they prosecuted it. ITever was 
the power of imagination — ^that strange faculty which 
casts the shadow of its images over the whole crea- 
tion, and combines all the phenomena of life accord- 
ing to its own archetypes, — ^more strikingly evinced. 
Superstitious and terror-stricken, the minds of men 
were impelled irresistibly towards the miraculous 
and the Satanic, and they found them upon every 
side. The elements of imposture blended so curiously 
with the elements of delusion, that it is now im- 
possible to separate them. Sometimes an ambitious 
woman, braving the dangers of her act, boldly claimed 
supernatural power, and the haughtiest and the most 

^ Collognia Mensalia. Eras- ITaud^ {Apologle, pp. 110, 111) 
mus was an equally firm beliover observes, that nearly all the 
in witchcraft (Stewart’s Dis- heresies previous to the Refor- 
sertation^ p. 57). mation had been also accom- 

® This eo-existene© has been panied by an outburst of sor- 
noticed by many writers ; and eery. 
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courageous cowed humbly in ber presence. Some- 
times a busband attempted, in tbe witcb courts, to 
cut tbe tie wbicb bis cburcb bad pronounced indis- 
soluble ; and numbers of wires bare, in consequence, 
perished at tbe stake. Sometimes a dexterous cri- 
minal availed himself of tbe panic ; and, directing a 
charge of witchcraft against bis accuser, escaped 
himself with impunity. ' Sometimes, too, a personal 
grudge was avenged by tbe accusation, or a real 
crime was attributed to sorcery; or a bail- storm, or 
a strange disease, suggested tbe presence of a witcb. 
But, for tbe most part, tbe trials represent pure and 
unmingled delusions. Tbe defenders of tbe belief 
were able to maintain that multitudes bad voluntarily 
confessed themselves guilty of commerce with tbe 
Evil One, and bad persisted in their confessions till 
death. Madness is always peculiarly frequent during 
great rebgious or pobtical revolutions ; ^ and, in tbe 
sixteenth century, all its forms were absorbed in tbe 
system of witchcraft, and caught tbe colour of tbe 
prevailing predisposition.^ Occasionally, too, we find 
old and half-doting women, at first convinoBd of their 
innocence, but soon faltering before tbe majesty of 
justice, asking timidly, whether it is possible to be in 
connection with tbe Devil without being conscious of 
tbe fact, and at last almost persuading themselves 
that they bad done what was alleged. Very often, 
tbe terror of tbe trial, tbe prospect of tbe most ago- 
nising of deaths, and tbe frightfol tortures that were 
appbed to tbe weak frame of an old and feeble 
woman,^ overpowered ber understanding ; ber brain 

^ Bucklers Yol. i. p. 424, ® Bor a frightful catalogue of 

noie, the tortures tiiat 'VP'epe employed 

* Calmeil. in these cases, see ScotfsJDis- 
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reeled beneath the accnimilated suffering, the con- 
sciousness o£ innocence disappeared, and the wretched 
victim went raving to the flames, convinced that she 
was about to sink for ever into perdition.'^ The 
zeal of the ecclesiastics in stimulating the persecu- 
tion was unflagging. It was displayed alike in 
Germany, France, Spain, Italy, Flanders, Sweden, 
England, and Scotland. An old writer who cordially 
approved of the rigour tells us that, in the province 
of Como alone, eight or ten inquisitors were con- 
stantly employed ; and he adds that, in one year, the 
number of persons they condemned amounted to a 
thousand ; and that during several of the succeeding 
years, the victims seldom fell below one hundred.^ 

It was natural that a body of learned men like the 
inquisitors, whose habits of thought were eminently 
retrospective, should have formed some general theo- 
ries connecting the phenomena of sorcery with past 
events, and reducing them to a systematic form. We 
accordingly find that, in the course of about three 
centuries, a vast literature was formed upon the 
subject. ‘The different forms of witchcraft were all 
carefoUy classified and associated with particular 
doctrines ; the whole philosophy of the Satanic was 
minutely investigated, and the prevailing mode of 
thought embodied in countless treatises, which were 
once regarded as masterpieces of orthodox theology. 

It is very difficult for us in the present day to do 

covBry of Witchcraft (London, center qusestionatns ' (Pars iii. 
1665), pp. 11, 12, All the old Qusest. 14, 15). The tortures 
treatises are full of the subject, were all the more horrible, 
Sprenger recommends the tor- because it was generally he- 
tures to he continued two or Heved that the witches had 
three days, till the prisoner charms to deaden their effect, 
was, as he expresses it, ‘ de- ^ Spina, cap, xii. 
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justice to these works, or to realise the points of Tiew 
ifrom which they were written. A profound scepti- 
cism on all subjects connected with the Devil under- 
lies tlie opinions of almost every educated man, and 
renders it difficult even to conceive a condition of 
thought, in which that spirit was the object of an 
intense and realised belief. An anecdote which in- 
volves the personal intervention of Satan is now re- 
garded as quite as intrinsically absurd, and unworthy 
of serious attention, as an anecdote of a fairy or of a 
sylph. When, therefore, a modern reader turns over 
the pages of an old treatise on witchcraft, and finds 
hundreds of such anecdotes related with the gravest 
assurance, he is often inclined to depreciate very 
unduly the intellect of an author who represents a 
condition of thought so unlike his own. The cold 
indifference to human suffering which these writers 
display gives an additional bias to his reason ; while 
their extraordinary pedantry, their execrable Latin, 
and their gross scientific blunders, furnish ample 
materials for his ridicule. Besides this, Sprenger, 
who is at once the most celebrated, and, pefhaps, the 
most credulous member of his class, unfortunately for 
his reputation, made some ambitious excursions into 
another field, and immortalised himself by a series of 
etymological blunders, which have been the delight 
of all succeeding scholars.^ 

1 * Pcemina/ he assures us, is quia duo occidit, scilicet corpus 
derived from Te and minus, et animum. Et secundum ety- 
beeause women have less faith mologiam, licet Greece, inter- 
than men (p. 65). Maloficiendo protetur diabohis clansus er^ 
is from male de fide sentiendo, gastulo : et hoc sibi convonit 
Por diabolus we have a choice cum non perm ittitur sibi nocere 
of most instructive derivations, quantum vellet. Vel diabolus 
It comes ‘ a dia quod est duo, quasi defiuens, quia dofluxit,* id 
. et bolus quod est morsoUus, est corruit, et specialiter et lo- 

VOL. I. p 
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But wlien all these qualifications have been mads — 
and, -with the exception of the last, they would all 
apply to any other writings of the same period — it 
is, I think, impossible to deny that the books ^n de- 
fence of the behef are not only far more numerous 
than the later works against it, but that they also 
represent far more learning, dialectic skill, and even 
general abihty. For many centuries the ablest men 
were not merely nnwilUng to repudiate the supersti- 
tion ; they often pressed forward earnestly, and with 
the most intense conviction, to defend it. Indeed, 
during the period when witchcraft was most preva- 
lent, there were few writers of real eminence who 
did not, on some occasion, take especial pains to 
throw the weight of their authority into the scale. 
Thomas Aquinas was probably the ablest writer of 
the thirteenth century, and he assures us that diseases 
and tempests are often the direct acts of the Devil ; 
that the Devil can transport men at his pleasure 
i/hrough the air; and that he can transform them 
into any shape. Grerson, the Chancellor of the IJni- 
versity of Paiis, and, as many think, the author of 
‘ The Imitation,’ is justly regarded as one of the 
master-intellects of his age; and he, too, wrote in 
defence of the behef. Bodin was unquestionably the 
most original political philosopher who had arisen 
since Machiavelli, and he devoted all his learning 
and acuteness to crushing the rising scepticism on the 
subject of witches. The truth is, that, in those ages, 
abihty was no guarantee against error ; because the 
single employment of the reason was to develope and 

caliter ’ (p. 41). If the reader instance of verbal criticism, 
is curious in these matters, he •which I do not venture to 
will find another astounding quote, in Bodin, Dkmon. p. 40. 
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expand premises that were fcnisbed by the Church. 
There was no such thing as an uncompromising and 
unreserved criticism of the first principles of teach^ 
ing ; ^ere was no such thing as a revolt of the rea- 
son against conclusions that were sirictly drawn from 
the premises of authority. In our age, and in every 
other age of half behef, principles are often adopted 
without being fully developed. If a conclusion is 
drawn from them, men enquire, not merely whether 
the deduction is correct, but also whether its result 
seems intrinsically probable ; and if it does not ap- 
pear so, they will reject the conclusion, without 
absolutely rejecting the premise. In the ages of 
witchcraft an inexorable logic prevailed. Men were 
so firmly convinced of the truth of the doctrines they 
were taught, that those doctrines became to them the 
measure of probability, and no event that seemed to 
harmonise with them presented the slightest difficulty 
to the mind. They governed the imagination, while 
they subdued the reason, and secular considerations 
never intervened to damp their assurance. The 
ablest men were not unfrequently the m»st credu- 
lous ; because their ability was chiefly employed in 
discovering analogies between every startling narra- 
tive and the principles of their faith, and their success 
was a measure of their ingenuity. 

It is these considerations that give the writings of 
the period I am referring to so great an importance 
in the history of opinions, and which also make it so 
dif&cult for us to appreciate their force. I shall en- 
deavour to lay before the reader, in as concise a forni 
as I am able, some of the leading principles they em- 
bodied ; which, acting on the imagination, contributed 
to produce the phenomena of witchcraft ; and, acting 
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on the reason, persuaded men that the narratives of 
witches were antecedently probable.^ 

It was universally "taught that innumerable evil 
spirits were ranging over the world, seeking the 
present unhappiness and the future ruin of man- 
Tnn fl ; that these spirits were fallen angels, who had 
retained many, if not all, the angehc capacities ; and 
that they, at all events, possessed a power and wis- 
dom far transcending the limits of human faculties. 
From these conceptions many important consequences 
were evolved . If these spirits are for ever hovering 
around us, it was said, it is surely not improbable 
that we should meet some signs of their presence. 
If they dehght in the smallest misfortune that can 
befall mankind, and possess fai* more than human 
capacities for inflicting suffering, it is not surpris- 
ing that they should direct against- men the ener- 
gies of superhuman malice. If their highest object 
is to secure the ultimate ruin of man, we need not 
wonder that they should offer their services to those 
w^ho would bribe them by the surrender of their 
hopes. That such a compact can be made — that it 
is possible for men to direct the energies of e^ul 
spirits — ^was estabHshed by the clearest authority. 
‘ Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live,’ was the so- 
lemn injunction which had been more than once 
repeated in the Levitical code ; and the history of 

' The principal authority on Sprenger, Kider, Basin, Mo- 
these matters is a large codec- liter, G-erson, Mtimer, Spina, 
tion of Latin works (in great Laurentius, Bernardus, Vigni- 
part ' written by inquisitors), tus, Grillandus, &c. I haTO 
extending oyer about two cen- noticed a great many other 
turies, and published under the works in their places, and the 
title of«- Malleus Maleficamtm reader may find reviews of 
(the title of Sprenger’s book), many others in Madden and 
It comprises the works of Plancey. 
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the -witclL o£ Endor fiirnislies a detailed description 
of the circumstances of the crime. The Fathers had 
denoienced magic with a tmammous and nnYarying 
voice, and the writings of every nation bear traces of 
the nniversahty of the belief. In an age which was 
essentially retrospective, it was impossible to name a 
tenet which could seem more probable, for there was 
none which was more closely connected with anti- 
quity, both ecclesiastical and profane. 

The popular behef, however, not only asserted the 
possibility and continued existence of witchcraft, it 
also entered into many of what we should now deem 
the most extravagant and grotesque details. In the 
first place, one of the most ordinary operations of the 
witch, or of the Devil acting at her command, was to’ 
cause tempests, which it was said frequently desolated 
the fields of a single person, leaving the rest of the 
country entirely untouched. If any one ventured to 
deny that Satan possessed, or was Hlrely to exercise 
this power, he was speedily silenced by a scriptural 
precedent. We read in the Old Testament that the 
Devil, by the Divine permission, afflicted Job ; and 
that among the means whiqh he employed was a 
tempest which destroyed the house in which the sons 
of the patriarch were eating. The description, in 
the book of Revelation, of the four angels who held 
the four winds, and to whom it was given to afflict 
the earth, was also generally associated with this 
belief; for, as St. Augustine tells us, the word angel 
is equally apphcable to good or bad spirits. Besides 
this, the Devil was always spoken of as the prince of 
the air. His immense knowledge and his immense 
power would place the immediate causes of atmo- 
spheric disturbances at his disposal ; and the sudden 
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tempest would, therefore, he no violation of natural 
laws, hut simply an instance of their application by 
superhuman power. These considerations wSre, it 
was thought, sufficient to I’emove all sense of the 
antecedent improbability of the facts which were 
alleged ; but every uncertainty was dispelled by the 
uniform teaching of the Church. At all times, the 
Fathers and the mediaeval saints had taught, like the 
teachers of every other rehgion in the same early 
stage of civilisation, that all the more remarkable 
atmospheric changes resulted from the direct inter- 
vention of spirits.^ Rain seems to have been com- 
monly associated, as it stDl is in the Church of 
England, with the intervention of the Deity; but 
wind and hail were pecuharly identified with the 
Devil. If the Devil could originate a tempest, it 
followed, as a necessary consequence, that witches 
who had entered into compact with him had the 
same power. 

The same principles of argument applied to disease. 
The Dev?! had afflicted Job with horrible diseases, 
and might therefore afflict others. Great pestilences 
were constantly described in the Old Testament as 
the acts of the angels ; and the Devil, by the per- 
mission of the Deity and by virtue of his angehc 
capacities, might therefore easily produce them. The 
history of the demoniacs proves that devils could 
master and derange the bodily functions ; and, there- 
fore, to deny that they could produce disease, would 
be to impugn the veracity of these narratives ; and 
the later ecclesiastical* testimony on the subject, if 
not unanimous, was, at least, extremely strong. As, 

* On tliG universality of this civilisation, see Enckle’s RZs- 
bdief, in an early stage of tory, vol. i. p. 346. 
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tlierefore, the more strildng atmospheric disturhances 
were ascribed generally to the Devil ; and, when the 
injniy was spread over a small area, to witches ; so, 
the pestilences which desolated nations were deemed 
supernatural ; and every strange and nnaccountable 
disease that fell upon an individual, a result of the 
mahce of a sorcerer. If the witch could produce dis- 
ease by her incantations, there was no difficulty in 
beheving that she could also remove it.^ 

These propositions were unanimously and firmly 
believed. They were illustrated by anecdotes, the 
countless numbers of which can only be appreciated 
by those who have studied the literature at its source. 
They were indelibly graven on the minds of men by 
hundreds of trials and of executions, and they were 
admitted by almost all the ablest men in Christendom. 

There were other details, however, which excited 
considerable discussion. One of the most strildng 


^ There can be little doubt 
that a considerable amount of 
poisoning was mixed up with 
the witch cases. In ages when 
medical knowledge was scanty, 
and post-mortem examinations 
unknown, this crime was pecu- 
liarly dreaded, and appeared 
pectdiarly mysterious. On the 
other hand, it is equally certain 
that the witches constantly em- 
ployed their knowledge of the 
property of herbs for the pur- 
pose of curing disease, and tliat 
tliey attained, in this respect, a 
skill which was hardly equalled 
bythe regular practitioners. To 
the evidence which Michelet 
has collected on this matter, 
I may add a striking passage 
from GrriUandus: “Quandoque 


vero provenit febris, tussis, 
dementia, phthisis, hydropsis, 
aut aliqua tumefagtio carnis in 
corpore, sivo apostema extrinse- 
cus apparens : quandoque vero 
intrinseee apud intestiua ali- 
qiiod apostema sit adeo terribilc 
et incurabile quod nulla pars 
medicorum id sanare et remo- 
vere potest, nisi aecedat alius 
maleficus, sive sortilegus, qui 
contrariis mcdelis et remediis 
aegritudinem ipsam maloficam 
tollat, quam facile et brevi 
tempore romovere potest, cseteri 
vero medici qui artem ipsius 
medicinaD profitentur nihil va- 
lent ot nesciunt afferre reme- 
dium * {Mall. MaL vol. ii, 
pp. 393, 394). 
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of these was the transportation of witches through- 
the air. That an old woman could be carried some 
hundreds of miles in a few minutes on a broomstick 
or a goat, or in any other way the Devil might select, 
would, in the present day, be regarded as so essen- 
tially and grotesquely absurd, that it is probable that 
no conceivable amount of testimony would convince 
men of its reaKty. At the period of which I am 
writing, this rationalistic spirit did undoubtedly exist 
in a few minds ; for it is noticed, though with ex- 
treme contempt, by some of the writers on the sub- 
ject, who treated it as a manifest mental aberration, 
but it had not yet assumed any importance. The 
measure of probability was still essentially theo- 
logical ; and the only qnestion that was asked was, 
how far the narratives conformed with the theological 
conception of a spirit. On this point there seemed, 
at first sight, much difficulty, and considerable in- 
gennify was applied to elucidating it. Satan, it was 
remembered, had borne Christ through the air, and 
placed him on a pinnacle of the temple ; and there- 
fore, said St. Thomas Aquinas, if he could do this to 
one body he could do it to all. The prophet Habak- 
kuk had been transported by a spirit from Judea to 
Babylon, and Philip the Evangelist had been the 
object of a similar miracle. St. Pan! had likewise 
been carried, perhaps in the body, into the third 
heaven. 

This evidence was ample and conclusive ; but other 
perplexing difficulties arose. !N‘othing in the witch 
trials was more minutely described than the witches’ 
Sabbath, and many hundreds of women had been 
burnt alive for attending it. Occasionally, however, 
it happened that, when a woman had heen condemned 
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on this charge by her own confession, or by the 
evidence of other witches, her husband came forward 
and svoi’G that his wife had not left his^ side during 
the night in question. The testimony of so near a 
relative might, perhaps, be explained by perjnry ; 
but other evidence was addnced which it was more 
difficult to evade. It was stated that women were 
often found lying in a state of trance, insensible to 
pain, and without the smallest sign of life ; that, after 
a time, their consciousness returned ; and that they 
then confessed that they had been at the -witches’ 
Sabbath. These statements soon attracted the atten- 
tion of theologians, who were much divided in their 
judgments. Some were of opinion that the witch 
was labouring under a delusion of the Devil; but 
they often added that, as the delusion originated in 
a compact, she should, notwithstanding, be burned. 
Others suggested a bolder and very startling expla- 
nation. That the same portion of matter cannot be 
ill two places at once, is a proposition which rests 
entirely on the laws of nature ; but those laws have 
no existence for the miraculous; and the fiairacle of 
tran substantiation seems to destroy all the improba- 
bility of the pluri-presence of a human body. At all 
events, the Devil might furnish, for the occasion, a 
duplicate body in order to baffle the ministers of 
justice. This latter opinion became extremely popu- 
lar among theologians ; and two famous Catholic 
miracles were triumphantly quoted in its support. 
St. Ambrose was, on one occasion, celebrating mass 
in a church at Milan, when he suddenly paused in 
the midst of the service. His head sank upon the 
altar, and he remained motionless, as in a trance, for 
the space of three hours. The congregation waited 
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silently for the benediction. At last, the conscious- 
ness of the saint returned, and he assured his hearers 
that he had been officiating at Tours at the burial of 
St. Martin, a statement which was, of course, in a 
few days, verified. A similar miracle was related of 
St. Clement. This early saint, in the midst of a mass 
at Rome, was called away to consecrate a church at 
Pisa. His body, or an angel who had assumed its 
form, remained at Rome ; but the saint was at the 
same time present at Pisa, where he left some drops 
of blood upon the marble for a memorial of the 
miracle.^ On the whole, the most general opinion 
seems to have been, that the witches were sometimes 
ti’ansported to the Sabbath in body, and sometimes 
in spirit ; and that devils occasionally assumed their 
forms in order to baffle the sagacity of the judges.^ 
Another important and much discussed depart- 
ment, was the connection between evil spirits and 
animals. That the Devil could assume the form of 
any animal® he pleased, seems to have been generally 


* Spina, Btrigihiis (1522), 
cap. si. 

“ All the phenomena of som- 
nambulism were mixed np with 
tho question. See e.g., Spina, 
cap. X. and xi., where it is 
fully discussed. Many curious 
notions were held about som- 
nambulism. One opinion was, 
that the somnambulists had 
neyer been baptised, or had 
been baptised by a drunhen 
priest. 

® This belief was probably 
sustained by the great uso 
made of animals in Christian 
symbolism as representatives 
of moral qualities, In different 
districts different animals were 


supposed to be in especial con- 
nection with spirits. Delrio 
mentions that the ancient Irish 
had such a veneration for 
wolves that they were accus- 
tomed to pray for their salva- 
tion, and to choose them as 
godfathers for their children 
(Thiers’ Superst. vol. ii. p. 198). 
Beelzebub, as is well known, 
W'as god of flies, ‘ par ce qu’il 
n’y avoit pas une mouehe en 
son temple, comme on diet qu’au 
Palais de Venise il n’y a pas 
uno seule mouehe et au Palais 
de ToUde qu’il n’y en a qu’une, 
qui n’est pas chose estrange ou 
nouvelle, car nous lisons qu© 
les Cyr^naiques, aprfes' avoir 
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admitted ; and it presented no difficulty to those who 
remembered that the first appearance of that person- 
age cm earth was as a serpent, and that on one occasion 
a legion of devils had entered into a herd of swine. 
St. Jerome also assures ns that, in the desert, St. 
Antony had met a centaur and a faun — a little man 
with horns growing from his forehead — ^who were 
possibly devils and at all events, at a later period, 
the lives of the saints represent evil spirits in the 
form of animals as not nnfrequent. Lycanthropy, 
however, or the transformation of witches into 
wolves, presented more difficulty. The history of 
l^^ebuchadnezzar, and the conversion of Lot’s wife, 
were, it is true, eagerly alleged in support of its 
possibility j but it was impossible to forget that 
St. Augustine appeared to regard lycanthropy as a 
fable, and that a canon of the council of Ancyra had 
emphatically condemned the belief. On the other 
hand, that behef had been very widely diffused among 
the ancients. It had been accepted by many of the 


sacrifi.6 an dieu Acaron, diou 
des monches, et les Grecs a 
Jupiter, surnommd Myiodes, 
c’est i dire mouchard, toutes 
les mouches s’envolaient eu 
une uuee, comme nous lisons 
en Pausanias In Arcadicis et 
en Mine au livre xxix. cap. 6 ’ 
(Bo^iUfD^on. p. 15). Dancing 
bears and other intelligent ani- 
mals seem to have been also 
connected with the Devil ; and 
an old council anathematised 
at once magicians who have 
abandoned their Creator, for- 
tnne-tellers, and those ‘ qui 
nrsas ant similes bestias ad 
ludum et perniciem simplicio- 
rum ciioumferunt ’ — ' for what 


fellowship can thgre bo between 
Christ ^and Belial ’ (Wier, De 
Fresst. Deem. p. 657). The 
ascription of intelligence to 
animals was general through 
the middle ages, but it was 
most prominent in the Celtic 
race. See a curious chapter 
on mystic animals in DalyoU’s 
Superstitions of Scotland, and 
also the essay of Henan on 
Celtic Foetry. Muratori [Antiq^. 
Ital. Fiss. xxix.) quotes an 
amusing passage from a writer 
of the eleventh century, con- 
cerning a dog which in that 
century was * moved by the 
spirit of Pytho.’ 

^ Vita S. Pauli, 
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greatest and most ortliodos tlieologians, by tbe in- 
quisitors wbo were commissioned by tbe popes, and 
by tbe law courts of most countries. Tbe eyidence 
on wbicb it rested was very curious and definite. If 
tbe witcb was wounded in tbe form of an animal, sbe 
retained that wound in ber human form, and bun- 
dreds of siicb cases were alleged before tbe tribunals. 
Sometimes tbe bunter, baving severed tbe paw of bis 
assailant, retained it as a tropby; but when be 
opened bis bag, be discovered in it only a bleeding 


band, wbicb be recognised 

^ L’ existence des loups- 
garous est attestee par Vir- 
gile, Solin, Strabon, Poniponms 
Slela, Dionysius Afer, "Varron, 
et par tons les Jurisconsultes 
et d^monomanes des derniers 
si^cles. A peine commengait- 
on a en doiiter sous Louis XIV * 
(Plancey, Diet. inSmiaH, Ly^ 
mnthroji}ie). Bodin, in bis chap- 
ter on Lycantbropy, and in our 
-own day, Madden (voL i. pp. 
334-358), bay^e collected many- 
additional authorities. St. Au- 
gustine notices the subject with 
considerable hesitation, but on 
the whole inclines, as I have 
said, towards incredulity (^Cw. 
Dei, lib. xviii. c. 17, 18). Ho 
also tells us that in his time 
there were some innheepers, 
who were said to give their 
guests drugs in cheese, and 
thus to turn them into animals 
{Ibid). In the Salic laws of 
the fifth century there is a 
curious enactment ‘ that any 
sorceress who has devoured a 
man should on conviction be 
fined 200 sous ’ (Garinet, p. 6), 
To come down to a later period. 


as tbe band of bis wife.^ 

we find, according to Bodin, 
Paracelsus and Fernel, the 
chief physician of Henry IV., 
holding the belief in lycan- 
thropy. There is probably no 
country in Europe — perhaps no 
country in the world — in which 
some form of this superstition 
has not existed. It raged, how- 
ever, especially where wolves 
abounded — among the Jura, in 
Norway, Eussia, Heland (where 
the inhabitants of Ossory, ac- 
cording to Camden, were said 
to become wolves once every 
seven years), in the Pyrenees 
and Greece. The Italian women 
usually became cats. In the 
East (as the Arabian Nights 
show) many forms were as- 
sumed. APrench judge named 
Boguet* at the end of the six- 
teenth century, devoted himself 
especially to the subject, burnt 
multitudes of lycanthropcs, 
wrote a book about them, and 
drew up a code in which he 
permitted ordinary witches to 
be strangled before they were 
burnt, but excepted lycan- 
thropes, who were to be burnt 
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The last class of anecdotes I shall notice is that 
which appears to have grown out of the Catholic 
conception of celibacy. I mean the accounts of the- 
influence of witchcraft upon the passions. 

It is not dif&cult to conceive the order of ideas 
that produced that passionate horror of the fair ses 
which is such a striking characteristic of old Catholic 
theology. Celibacy was universally regarded as the 
highest form of virtue, and in order to make it ac- 
ceptable, theologians exhausted all the resources of 
their eloquence in describing the iniquity of those 
whose charms had rendered it so rare. Hence, the 
long and fiery disquisitions on the unparalleled ma- 
lignity, the inconceivable subtlety, the frivoHty, the 
unfaithfulness, the unconquerably evil propensities 
of women, which were the terror of one age, and 
which became the amusement of the next. It is not 
veiy easy to read these diatribes with perfect 
gi’avity ; but they acquire a certain melancholy sig- 
nificance, from the fact that the teaching they repre- 
sent had probably a considerable influence in pre- 
disposing men to believe in witches; ajid also in 
producing the extreme callousness with which the 
suflerings of the victims were contemplated. The 
question why the immense majority of those who 

alive (Garinet, pp. 29S-302). instance of the development 
In the controversy about the of the miraculous. See also 
reality of the transformation, Bourquelot, ha JjycantJiTo^io. 
Bodin supported the affirma- Among the many mad notions 
tive, and Binsfeldius the nega- of the Abyssinians, perhaj)S the 
five side. There is a form of maddest is their belief that 
monomania under •which men. blacksmiths and potters can 
believe themselves to be ani- change themselves into hyaenas, 
mals, which is doubtless the and ought therefore to be ex- 
nucleus around which the sys- eluded from the sacrament 
tern was formed — a strildng (Hecker, p. 120). 
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were accused of sorcery sliould be ■women, early 
attracted attention ; and it was generally answered, 
not by the sensibility of their nervous constitution, 
and by their consequent liability to rehgious mono- 
mania and epidemics, but by the inherent wicked- 
ness of the sex. There was no subject on which the 
old writers expatiated with more indignant elo- 
quence, or with more copious illustration. i Cato, 
they said, had declared that ‘ if the world were only 
free from women, men would not be without the 
converse of the gods.’ Cicero had said, that ‘ many 
motives will urge men to one crime, but that one 
passion -will impel women to all crimes.’ Solomon, 
whose means of observation had in this respect been 
exceedingly extensive, had summed up his experience 
in a long seiies of the most crushing apophthegms. 
Chrysostom only interpreted the general sentiment 
of the fathers, when he pronounced woman to be ‘ a 
necessary evil, a natural temptation, a desirable 
calamity, a domestic peril, a deadly fascination, and 
a painted ill.’ Doctor afber doctor echoed the same 
lugubrious^strain, ransacked the pages of history for 
illustrations of the enormities of the sex, and mar- 
shalled the ecclesiastical testimonies on the subject 
■with the most imperturbable earnestness and solem- 
nity, Men who had most seriously formed this 
estimate of the great majority of women ; who es- 
teemed cehbacy the highest of virtues, and every 
temptation to abandon it the direct consequence of 
Satanic presence ; came, by a very natural process, 
to regard all the ‘ phenomena of love ’ as most 
especially under the influence of the Devil. Hence, 

^ See especially the long strange chapter on the siihjeet ia 
Sprenger. 
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tliose wild gleams of strange and grotesque romance 
whicli. from time to time, light up ttie literature of 
•witclicraffc. IncuH and Succubi were for ever wan- 
dering among mankind, alluring by more than 
human charms the unwary to their destruction, and 
laying plots which were but too often successful 
against the virtue of the ja'aints. Sometimes, the 
witches kindled in the monastic breast a more ter- 
restrial fire; and men told, with bated breath, how^ 
under the spell of a vindictive woman, four succes . 
sive abbots in a German monastery had been wasted 
away by an unholy flame.^ Occasionally, with a 
still more refined malice, the Evil One assumed the 
appearance of some noted divine, in order to bring 
discredit upon his character; and an astonished 
maiden saw, prostrate at her feet, the form of one 
whom she knew to be a bishop, and whom she 
believed to be a saint ! ^ Nor was it only among 
those who were bound to celibacy that the deadly 
influences were exercised. The witches were con- 
tinually disturbing, by then* machinations, the joys 
of wedlock ; and none can tell how manj hundreds 
have died in agonies for afflicting with barrenness the 
marriage bed.® 


.L- - , 3 ,er, Pars I., Qusest. 
vii. At the request of fet. Sere- 
nus and St. Equitius the angels 
performed on those saints a 
counteracting surgical opera- 
tion (Nider, formic de Mai., 
c. V.). 

® See the curious story of St. 
Sylvanus, Bishop of Nazareth, 
in Sprenger (ParsM. Gumst. 1, 
cap. si.). The Devil not only 
assumed the appearance of this 
holy man, in order to pay his 


addresses to a lady, but when 
discovered, crept under a bed, 
suffered himself to be dragged 
out, and declared that he was 
the veritable bishop. Happily, 
after a time, a miracle was 
wrought which cleared the 
reputation of the calumniated 
prelate. 

* As few people realise the 
degree in which these supersti- 
tions were encouraged by the 
Chxirch which claims infalli- 
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I make no apology for liaYing dwelt so long on a 
series of doctrines and arguments wMck tke reader 
will probably deem very puerile, because their im- 
portance depends, not on their intrinsic value, but 
upon their relation to the history of opinions. The 
follies of the past, when they were adopted by the 
wisest men, are well worthy of study ; and, in the 
case before us, they furnish, I think, an invaluable 
clue to the laws of intellectual development. It is 
often and truly said, that past ages were pre-emi- 
nently credulous, as compared with our own; yet 
the difference is not so much in the amount of the 
credulity, as in the direction which it takes. Men 


bility, I may mention that the 
reality of this partcular crime 
was implied, and its perpetra- 
tors anathematised by the pro- 
vincial councils or synods of 
Troyes, Lyons, Milan, Tours, 
Bourges, Narbonne, Perrara, 
St. Malo, Mont Cassin, Orleans, 
and Grenoble, by the Eituals 
of Autiin, Chartres, P^rigueux, 
Atun, Evrewx, Paris, Angers, 
Arras, Ch^Llons, Bologna, 
Troyes, Bourges, Alet, Beau- 
vais, Meaus, Eheims, &c., and 
by the decrees of a long series 
of bishops (Thiers, Sttjp. pop., 
tom. iv. ch. vii.). It was held, 
as far as I know, without a 
single exception, by all the 
inquisitors who presided at 
the witch-courts, and Sprenger 
gives a long account of the 
methods which were generally 
employed in convicting those 
who were accused of the crime. 
Montaigne appears to have been 
the first who openly denied it, 
ascribing to the imagination 


what the orthodox ascribed to 
the Devil; and this opinion 
seems soon to have become a 
characteristic of free-thinkers 
in Prance; for Thiers (who 
wrote in 1678) complains that 
* Les esiDi’its forts et les libertins 
qui donnent tout k la nature, 
et qui ne jugent des choses que 
par la raison, ne veulent pas 
se persuader que de nouveaux- 
maries puissent par I’artifice ot 
la malice du ddmon estre em- 
peches de so rendre le devoir 
conjugal’ (p. 567) — a very 
wicked incredulity — * puisque 
I’Eglise, qui est conduite par le 
Saint-Esprit, ot qui par conse- 
quent ne pent errer, reconnoit 
qn’il se fait par I’operation du 
demon’ (p. 573). The same 
writer shows that the belief 
existed in the Church in the 
time of Theodosius (p. 568). 
The last sorcerer who was 
burnt in Prance perished on 
this charge (Garinet, p. 256). 
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are always prepared to accept, on very sHglit evi- 
dence, what they believe to he exceedingly probable. 
Their measure of probability ultimately determines 
the details of their creed, and it is itself perpetually 
changing under the influence of civilisation. In the 
middle ages, and in the sixteenth, and the beginning 
of the seventeenth centuries, the measure of proba- 
bility was essentially theological. Men seemed to 
breathe an atmosphere that was entirely unsecular. 
Their intellectual and imaginative conceptions were 
all coloured by theological associations ; and they 
accepted with cheerful alacrity, any anecdote which 
harmonised with their habitual meditations. The 
predisposition to believe in the miraculous was so 
great, that it constructed, out* -of a few natural facts, 
this vast and complicated system of witchcraft;, 
accumulated around it an immense mass of the most 
varied and circumstantial evidence; persuaded all 
the ablest men for many centuries that it was in- 
contestably, true ; conducted it unshaken through the 
scrutiny of the law-courts of every European nation ; 
and consigned tens of thousands of victims to a 
fearful and unlamented death. There was not the 
smallest desire to explain away or soften down 
miraculous accounts, in order to make them harmo- 
nise with experience, because the minds of men were 
completely imbued with an order of ideas that had 
no connection with experience. If we could per- 
ceive eyil spirits, untrammelled by the laws of 
matter, actually hovering around us; if we could 
observe them watching every action with a deadly 
malignity, seeking with all the energies of super- 
human power the misery of mankind; and darkening 
with their awful aspect every sphere in which we 
VOIi. I. G 
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moY© ; if we coiild see tlie angel of destruction 
brandisMng the sword of death oyer the Assyrian 
hosts, or over the streets of Jerusalem; and could 
behold Satan transporting Christ through the air, or 
the demoniacs foaming in agony beneath his grasp, 
we should probably reason on these matters in much 
the same spirit as the theologians of the fifteenth 
and sixteenth centuries. Our minds would be so 
pervaded by these awful images, that they would 
form a measure of probability entirely different from 
that which is formed by the ordinary experience of 
life ; a nervous consciousness of the continual pre- 
sence of evil spirits would accompany us for ever ; 
and would for ever predispose us to discover mani- 
festations of their power. 

The foregoing pages will, I trust, be sufficient to 
elucidate the leading causes upon which witchcraft 
depended. They will show that it resulted, not from 
accidental circumstances, individual eccentricities, or 
even scientific ignorance, but from a general predis- 
position to see Satanic agency in hfe. It grew from, 
and it reflected, the prevailing modes of religious 
thought; and it declined only when those modes 
were weakened or destroyed. In almost every period 
of the middle ages, there had been a few men who 
in some degree dissented from the common super- 
stitions ; but their opinions were deemed entirely 
incomprehensible, and they exercised no appreciable 
infiuence upon their contemporaries. Indeed, their 
doctrines being generally veiled in the mystical form, 
were so perverted and materialised, that they not un- 
frequently increased the prevailing gloom. As long 
as the general credulity continued, as long as the 
minds of men were directed towards the miraculous 
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and tte Satanic, no efforts could eradicate the super- 
stition. In such, a condition of thought, men would 
always be more inclined to accept than to reject the 
evidence. They would refuse to scrutinise it with 
jealous suspicion ; and, though they might admit the 
existence of some imposture, they would never ques- 
tion the substantial justice of the belief. ITot until 
the predisposition was changed ; not until men began 
to recoil from these narratives, as palpably and grossly 
improbable ; not until the sense of their improbability 
so overpowered the reverence for authority, as to 
make them seek in every way to evade the evidence, 
and to make them disbeheve it, even when they were 
unable to disprove it, could this deadly superstition be 
rolled away. Its decline marks the rise, and its de- 
struction the first triumph, of the spirit of rational- 
ism in Europe. 

We frequently 'find, in the writings of the inquisi- 
tors, language which impHes that a certain amount 
of scepticism was, even in their time, smouldermg in 
some minds. It was not, indeed, sufB.cient to make 
any deep impression on pubhc opinion, lit is iden- 
tified with no great name,^ and produced no great 

^ I should, perhaps, make one was a disciple of Averroes — 
exception to this statement — perhaps the fonncler of Aver- 
Peter of Ahano, a very famous roism, in Italy — and seems to 
physician and philosopher of have formed a school at Padua. 
Padua, who died in 1305. He When he was about eighty, ho 
appears to have entirely denied was accused of magic. It was 
the existence of demons and of said that he had acquired a 
miracles; and to have attempted, knowledge of the seven liberal 
by the assistance of astrology, arts by seven familiar spirits 
to construct a general philoso- whom he kept confined in a 
phy of religion, casting the crystal ; but he died before the 
horoscope of each faith, and trial was concluded, so the in- 
ascrihing its rise and destiny to quisitors were obliged to con- 
the influence of the stars. He tent themselves by burning his 
q2 
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book ; but it was yet sufficiently evident to elicit tlie 
anxiety of some theologians. ‘Those men,’ wrote 
Gerson, ‘ should be treated with scorn, and, indeed, 
sternly corrected, who ridicule theologians whenever 
they speak of demons, or attribute to demons any 
effects, as if these things were entirely fabulous. This 
error has arisen among some learned men, partly 
through want of faith, and partly through weakness 
and imperfection of intellect .... for, as 
Plato says, to refer everything to the senses, and to 
be incapable of turning away from, them, is the great- 
est impediment to truth.’ ^ Sprenger also, in a long 
chapter, instructed theologians how to meet a spirit 
of vague scepticism which had arisen among certain 
laymen ; ‘ who had, indeed, no fixed method of rea- 
soning, but were blindly groping in the dark, touch- 
ing now on one point, and now on another.’ An 
assembly of doctors of the University of Cologne, ^ 
which was held in 1487, lamented, and severely and 
authoritatively condemned, a still more startling in- 
stance of rebellion, arising from a quarter in which 
it was leQ.st to be expected. When the panic was 
raging most fiercely in the diocese of Cologne, some 
priests had attempted to allay the alarm by question- 
ing the reality of the crime. About thirty years 
later. Spina mentions ^ that, in some places, the in- 
numerable executions had aroused a spirit of most 
acrimonious opposition. Indeed, in the north of 
Italy, a positive rebellion had broken out, accom- 
panied by a tone of incredulity which that theologian 

image. He was regarded as one 258, 259). 
of the greatest of magicians. * Mall. Mai. vol. ii, p. 253. 
Compare Naud^, 42^01 (pp. 380- ® Ibid. vol. i. pp. 460-468. 

391) ; Henan, Averroes (pp. ® Vol. ii. pp, 191, 299, 300. 
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piteously laments. ‘ Most imprudent, most undevout, 
and most unfaithful men will not believe the things 
they ought to believe ; and what is still more la- 
mentable, they exert all their influence to obstruct 
those who are destroying the enemies of Christ.^ 
Such a conduct, Spina justly observes, was full of 
danger for those who were guiliy of it, as they might 
themselves be justly punished for conniving at the 
crime; and it was a distinct reflection upon the 
Church which was represented by the inquisitors; 
and upon the Pope, by whom the inquisitors were 
commissioned. We find, too, the clergy claiming, in 
a very peremptory tone, the supreme jurisdiction 
of these cases ; and occasionally alleging the mis- 
conduct of lay judges who had suffered witches to 
depart unharmed. All this scepticism, however, ap- 
pears to have been latent and undefined ; and it was 
not till 1563 that it was thrown into a systematic 
form by John Wier, in his treatise, ‘ De ProBstigiis 
Dgemonum.’ 

Wier was a learned and able Physician of Oleves. 
He was convinced as a doctor that maoify of the 
victims were simply lunatics; and, being a veiy 
humane man, was greatly shocked at the sufferings 
they endured. He was a Protestant ; and therefore, 
perhaps, not quite as much trammelled by tradition 
as some of his contemporaries ; though in the present 
day his reverence for authority would be regarded as 
an absolute infatuation. He had not the slightest 
wish to revolt against any of the first principles of 
the popular teaching, or even to free himself from the 
prevailing modes of thought. He was quite con- 
vinced that the world was peopled by crowds of 
demons, who were constantly working miracles among 
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mankind; and Hs only object was to reconcile bis 
sense of tbeir ubiquity witb bis persuasion tbat some 
of tbe phenomena tbat- were deemed supernatural, 
arose from disease. He was of opinion tbat all tbe 
witches were labouring nnder tbe delusions of tbe 
Devil. They did not make an unholy compact, or 
ride through tbe air, or arouse tempests, or produce 
disease, or become tbe concubines of Satan ; but tbe 
Devil bad entered into them, and persuaded them tbat 
they bad done these things. The idea of possession was 
thus so enlarged as to absorb the idea of witchcraft. 
Tbe bewitched person was truly afficted by the Devil, 
but tbe Devil bad done this directly, and not by the 
intervention of a witch, and bad then thrown sus- 
picion upon some old woman, in order that the great- 
est possible amount of suffering might bo produced. 
Persons, be said, were especially bablo to diabobcal 
possession, when tbeir faculties were impaired by 
disease, and their tempers acidulated by suffering. 
In an eloquent and learned chapter on ‘ tbe credubty 
and fragility of the female sex,’ be showed, by the 
authority 'bf tbe Fathers and the Greek philosophers, 
tbat women were pecubarly subject to evil iniuences. 
He also showed tbat tbe witches, in mental and moral 
infirmities, were pre-eminent among tbeir sex. He 
argued tbat the word translated witch, in tbe Levi- 
tical law, may be translated poisoner ; and that the 
patristic notion of the intercourse between angels and 
tbe antediluvian women, was inadmissible. The 
gross improbabilities of some parts of the popular 
belief were clearly exhibited, and illustrated witb 
much unnecessary learning, and the treatise was 
prefaced by an earnest appeal to the priuces of Europe 
to arrest tbe effasion of innocent blood. 
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The scepticism of this work cannot be regarded as 
andaoioiis. In fact, Vier stands alone in the history 
of witchcraft; and differs essentially from all the 
later writers on the subject. He forms a link con- 
necting two periods ; he was as faUy pervaded by the 
sense of the miraculous as his opponents, and he 
never dreamed of restricting the sphere of the super- 
natural. Such as it was, however, this book was 
the first attack of any importance on the received 
opinions, and excited among learned men considerable 
attention. Three editions were published, in a few 
years, at Basle and Amsterdam, which were then 
the centres of independent thought. It was trans- 
lated into Erench in 1569. It was followed by a 
treatise, ‘ De Lamiis,’ and by a very curious cata- 
logue of the leaders, and description of the organisa- 
tion, of hell. ^ Shortly after the publication of these 
last works, a book appeared in reply, from the pen of 
Bodin, the famous author of the ‘ Hepublic,’ and one 
of the most distinguished philosophers in Europe. 

Bodin was esteemed, by many of his contempo- 
raries, the ablest man who had then arisen in France ; 
and the verdict has been but little qualified by later 
writers.® Amid all the distractions of a dissipated 


, ^ ‘ Pseudomonardiia Daeino- 
mim’— one of the principal 
Bonrees of information about 
this ' subject. He gives the 
names of seventy-two princes, 
and estimates their subjects at 
7,405,926 devils. It is not quite 
clear how much he believed on 
the subject. 

- A very old critic and oppo- 
nent of his views on witchcraft 
quaintly speaks of him as ‘ Ce 
premier homme de la France, 


Jean Bodin, qui aprfes avoir par 
une merveillouse vivacity d’ es- 
prit accompagnde d’un jugement 
solide traict4 toutes les choscs 
divines, naturelles et civiles, 
so fust pout estre mescogneu 
pour homme, et eust est6 pris 
infailliblement d© nous pour 
quelque intelligence s’il n’eust 
laissS des marques ot vestiges* 
de son humaniU danfe cette d6- 
monomanie.’ (Naud6, A;pol,y 
127 (1625). Bayle {fiiai. JPUl) 
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and an intrignmg court, and all the lahonrs of a 
judicial position, he had amassed an amount of learn- 
ing so vast and so various, as to place him in the veiy 
first rank of the scholars of his nation. He has also 
the far higher merit of being one of the chief founders 
of political philosophy and political history ; and of 
having anticipated on these subjects many of the con- 
clusions of our own day. In his judicial capacity 
he had presided at some trials of witchcraft). He had 
brought all the resources of his scholarship to hear 
upon the subject ; and he had written a great part of 
his \ Demonomanie des Sorciers ’ before the appear- 
ance of the last work of Wier. 

The ‘ Demonomanie des Sorciers ’ is chiefly an ap- 
peal to authority, which the author deemed on this 
subject so unanimous and so conclusive, that it was 
scarcely possible for any sane man to resist it. He 
appealed to the popular belief in all countries, in aU 
ages, and in all religions. He cited the opinions of 
an immense multitude of the greatest writers of 
pagan antiquity, and of the most illustrious of the 
leathers. ^He showed how the laws of all nations 
recognised the existence of witchcraft;; and he col- 
lected hjindreds of cases which had been investigated 

pronounced Bodin. to have been on political philosophy bad been 
* one of the chief advocates -of either so comprehensive in his 
liberty of conscience of his time.’ scheme, or so copious in his 
In our own day, Buckle (vol. i. knowledge ; none, perhaps, more 
p. 299) has placed him as an original, more independent and 
historian above Comines, and fearless in his enq^uiries — two 
on a level with Machiavelli ; men alone, indeed, could be 
and Hallam, speaking of the compared with him — ^Aristotle 
RepnbHc, says, ‘Bodin pos- and Machiavel.’ {Hist, of lAt. 
sessed a highly philosophical vol. ii. p. 68.) Dugald Stewart 
mind, united with the most is equally encomiastic (Disser- 
^ple stores of history and tation, pp. 52-54). 
jurisprudence. No former writer 
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iDefbre the tribunals of bis own or of other countries. 
He relates with the most minute and circumstantial 
detail, and with the most unfaltering confidence, all 
the proceedings of the witches’ Sabbath, the methods 
which the witi'.hes employed in transporting them- 
selves through the air, their transformations, their 
carnal intercourse with the Devil, their various means 
of injuriug their enemies, the signs that lead to their 
detection, their confessions when condemned, and 
their demeanour at the stake. As for the treatise of 
Wier, he could scarcely find words to express the 
astonishment and the indignation with which he had 
perused it. That a ptiny doctor should have dared 
to oppose himself to the authority of all ages ; that 
he should have such a boundless confidence 'in his 
own opinions, and such a supreme contempt for the 
wisest of mankind, as to carp and cavil in a sceptical 
spirit at the evidence of one of the most notorious of 
existing facts : this was, in truth, the very climax of 
human arrogance, the very acme of human absurdity. 
But, extreme as was the audacity thus displayed^ the 
impiety was still greater. Wier ‘ had arn^d himself 
against God.’ !ffis book was a tissue of ‘ horrible 
blasphemies.’ ‘ Ho one who is ever so little touched 
with the honour of God, could read such blasphemies 
without a righteous anger.’ Hot only had he dared 
to impugn the sentences of so many upright judges ; 
not only had he attempted to save those whom Scrip- 
ture and the voice of the Church had branded as the 
worst of criminals ; he had even ventured to publish 
to the world the spells and incantations he had learned 
from a notorious sorcerer. ^ Who could reflect 

1 Cornelius Agrippa, who had wa,s Advocate-general at Metz, 
been the master of Wier. He and had distinguished himself 
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without consternation on the future of Christen- 
dom after such fearful disclosures ? Who could ques- 
tion that the knowledge thus disseminated would 
multiply to an incalculable extent the number of 
witches, would vastly increase the power of Satan, 
and would be productive of countless sufferings to 
the innocent? Under these circumstances, so far 
from relaxing the prosecutions for witchcraft and 
sorcery, it was necessary to continue them with a 
redoubled energy ; and surely, no one could be the 
object of a more just suspicion than a man who had 
written so impious a book, and who had shown such 
acquaintance with the secrets of so impious a profes- 
sion. To pardon those whom the law of God con- 
demned to death, was indeed beyond the province of 
princes. Those who were guilty of such an act had 
outraged the majesty of Heaven. They had virtually 
repudiated the Divine law, and pestilence and famine 


by Ms efforts to prevent prose- 
cutions for witcbcraft, and by 
saving the life of a peasant 
woman whoia Savin the inqui- 
sitor wished to bum. He was, 
consequently, generally thought 
to be in league with the Devil; 
and it is related that, on his 
death-bed, he drew off from his 
neck a black dog, which was a 
demon, exclaiming that it was 
the cause of his perdition (Clari- 
net, pp. 121, 122). In his early 
days he had studied magic, and 
had apparently come to the 
conclusion that it rested either 
on imposture or on a superior 
knowledge of the laws of nature 
— a conclusion which he tried 
to enforce in a book on the 
vanity of science. He was im- 


prisoned for a year at Brussels 
on the charge of magic, and 
ceaselessly calumniated after 
his death. Before "Wier, pro- 
bably no one had done so much 
to combat the persecution, and 
his reputation was sacrificed in 
the cause. (See Planeey’s 
Infem. ?at, AgTvppa, and Thiers* 
Superst. vol. i. pp. 142, 143.) 
Naud6 has also devoted a long 
chapter to Agrippa. Agrippa 
had not the good fortune to 
please any class of theologians. 
Among lie Catholics he was 
regarded with extreme horror ; 
and Calvin, in his work De 
Scandalis, treats him as one of 
the chief contemners of the 
Grospel. 
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'Would inevitably desolate tbeir dominions.^ One 
fatal example there bad been, of a king tampering 
with his duty in this respect. Charles IX. had spared 
the life of the famous sorcerer, Trois Echelles, on 
the condition of his informing against his colleagues ; 
and it is to this grievous sin that the early death of 
the king is most probably to be ascribed : ‘ Eor the 
word of God is veiy certain, that he who suffers a 
man worthy of death to escape, draws the punishment 
upon himself, as the prophet said to King Ahab, that 
he should die for having pardoned a man worthy of 
death. Eor no one had ever heard of pardon being 
accorded to sorcerers.’ ^ 

Such were the opinions which were promulgated, 
towards the close of the sixteenth century, by one of 
the most advanced intellects of one of the leading 
nations of Europe ; promulgated, too, with a tone of 
confidence and of triumph that shows how fnlly the 
writer could count upon the sympathies of his readers. 
The ‘ Eemonomanie des Sorciers ’ appeared in 1581. 
Only seven years afterwards, Montaigne published 
the first great sceptical work in the Erench®language ; 
and, among the many subjects on which his scepti- 
cism w^ turned, witchcraft occupied a prominent 
place. It would be scarcely possible to conceive a 
more striking contrast, than his treatment of it pre- 
sents to the works of Bodin and of Wier. The vast 
mass of authority which those writers loved to array, 
and by which they shaped the whole course of their 
reasoning, is calmly and unhesitatingly discarded. 
The passion for the miraculous, the absorbing sense of 
diabohcal capacities, have all vanished like a dream. 


1 Pp. 217, 228. 


2 P. 152, 
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Tlie old theological measure of probahilii^ has com- 
pletely disappeared, and is replaced by a shrewd 
secular common sense. The statements of the 
witches were pronounced intrinsically incredible. 
The dreams of a disordered imaginationj or the 
terrors of the rack, would account for many of them ; 
but even when it is impossible to explain away the 
evidence, it is quite unnecessary to believe it. ‘ There 
are,’ he said, * proofs and arguments that are founded 
on experience and facts. I do not pretend to unravel 
them. I often cut them, as Alexander did the knot. 
After all, it is setting a high value upon our opinions, 
to roast men alive on account of them.’ We may not 
be able to discover an adequate solution of some 
statements on the subject, but we should consider — 
and he here anticipated a mode of argument which 
was destined long afterwards to assume a most pro- 
minent place in theological controversy — ^that it is 
far more probable that our senses should deceive 
us, than that an old woman should be carried up a 
chimney on a broomstick; and that it is far less 
astonishing that witnesses shonld he, than that 
witches should perform the acts that were alleged.^ 

It has been justly remarked by Malebranche, that 
Montaigne is an example of a writer who had no pre- 
tensions to be a great reasoner ; but who nevertheless 
exercised a most profound and general influence npon 
the opinions of mankind. It is not, I think, difficult 
to discover the explanation of the fact. In an age 
which was still spell-honnd by the fascinations of the 
past he apphed to every question a judgment entirely 
nnclouded hy the imaginations of theologians, and 
nnshackled hy the dictates of authority. His origi- 
* Ht. iii. c. II. 



MAGIC AND WITOHORAFT. 9$ 

naJity consists, not so mucli in liis definite opinions or 
in Ms arguments, as in the general tone and cliaracter 
of Ids mind. He was the first !French author who 
had entirely emancipated himself from the retro- 
spective habits of thought that had so long been 
universal ; who ventured to judge all questions by a 
secular standard, by the light of common sense, by 
the measure of probability which is furnished by 
daily experience. He was, no doubt, perfectly 
aware that ‘ the laws of Plato, of the twelve tables, 
of the consuls, of the emperors, and of all nations 
and legislators — Persian, Hebrew, Greek, Latin, 
Germ^, French, Italian, Spanish, English — ^had de- 
creed capital penalties against sorcerers;’ he knew 
that ‘prophets, theologians, doctors, judges, and 
magistrates, had elucidated the reality of the crime 
by many thousand violent presumptions, accusations, 
testimonies, convictions, repentances, and voluntary 
confessions, persisted in to death ; ’ ^ but he was also 
sensible of the extreme fallibility of the human judg- 
ment ; of the facility with which the mind discovers, 
in the phenomena of history, a reflection r»f its pre- 
conceived notions ; and of the rapidiiy with which 
systems of fiction are formed in, a credulous and un- 
discriminating age. While Catholics, Protestants, 
and Deists were vying with each other in their ado- 
ration of the past; while the ambition of every 
scholar and of every theologian was to form around 
his mind an atmosphere of thought that bore no re- 
lation to the world that was about him ; while know- 
ledge was made the bond-slave of credulity, and 
those whose intellects were most shackled by preju- 
dice were regarded as the wisest of mankind, it was 
1 Bodin, p. 262. 
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the merit of Montaigne to rise, by the force of Hs 
mascnline genins, into the clear world of reality; 
to judge the opinions of his age, with an intellect 
that was invigorated but not enslaved by knowledge ; 
and to contemplate the systems of the past, without 
being dazzled by the reverence that had surrounded 
them. He looked down upon the broad field of his^ 
tory, upon its clashing enthusiasms, its discordant 
systems, the ebb and flow of its ever-changing behef, 
and he drew fi-om the contemplation a lesson widely 
different from bis contemporaries. He did not, it is 
true, fnlly recognise those moral principles which 
shine with an unchanging splendour above the fluc- 
tuations of speculative opinions ; he did not discover 
the great laws of eternal development, which preside 
over and direct the progress of belief, infuse order 
into the seeming chaos, and reveal in every apparent 
aberration a purpose and a meaning ; but he, at least, 
obtained an intense and realised perception of the 
fallibility of the human intellect ; a keen sense of the 
absurdity of an absolute deference to the past ; and 
of the danger of punishing men with death on 
account of opinions concerning which we can have 
so httle assurance. These things led him to suspect 
that witchcraft might be a delusion. The bent and 
character of his mind led him to believe that witch- 
craft was grossly improbable. He was the first great 
representative of the modem secular and rationalistic 
spirit. By extricating his mind from the trammels of 
the past, he had learned to jndge the narratives of 
diabolical intervention by a standard and with a 
spirit that had been long unknown. The predisposi- 
tion of the old theologians had been to believe that 
the phenomena of witchcraft were all produced by the 
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Devil ; and wlien some manifest signs of madness or 
of imposture were ezHbited, they attempted to ac- 
commodate them to their supernatural theory. The 
strong predisposition of Montaigne was to regard 
■witchcraft as the result of natural causes ; and, there- 
fore, though he did not attempt to explain all the 
statements which he had heard, he was convinced 
that no conceivable improbability could be as great 
as that which would be involved in their reception. 
This was not the happy guess of ignorance. It was 
the direct result of a mode of thought which he 
apphed to all theological questions. Fifty years 
earlier, a book embodying such conceptions would 
have appeared entirely incomprehensible, and its 
author would perhaps have been burnt. At the close 
of the sixteenth century, the minds of men were pre- 
pared for its reception, and it flashed like a revelation 
upon France. From the publication of the essays of 
Montaigne, we may date the influence of that gifted 
and ever enlarging rationalistic school, which gradu- 
ally effected the destruction of the belief in witch- 
craft, not by refutiug or explaining its evidence, but 
simply by making men more and more sensible of its 
intrinsic absurdity. 

Thirteen years after Montaigne, Charron wrote 
his famous ireatise on ^ Wisdom.’ In this work he 
systematised many of the opinions of Montaigne; 
but exhibited far less genius and originahty than his 
predecessor. Like Montaigne he looked vTith aver- 
sion on the miraculous ; but, like Montaigne, his 
scepticism arose, not from any formal examination of 
evidence, but from a deep sense of the antecedent 
improbability. That which Montaigne had throwu 
into the form of strong doubt, Ohiiirron almost threw 
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into tlie form of a denial. AH throngli tlie seven- 
teenth century, tlio same modes of tlionglit continued, 
slowly but steadily sapping tbe old belief ; but, tbougli 
tlie industry of modem antiquarians has exhumed 
two or three obscure works that were published on 
the subject,^ those works never seem to have at- 
tracted any serious attention, or to have had any ap- 
preciable influence in acclerating the movement. It 
presents a spectacle, not of argument or of corLflict, 
but of a silent evanescence and decay. The priests 
continued to exorcise the possessed, to prosecute 
witches, and to anathematise as infidels all who 
questioned the crime. Many of the lawyers, revert- 
ing to the innumerable enactments in the law-books, 
and to the countless occasions on which the subject 
had been investigated by the tribunals, maintained 
the belief with equal pertinacity ; but outside these 
retrospective classes, the sense of the improbability 
of witchcraft became continually stronger, till any 
anecdote which involved the intervention of the 
Devil, was on that account generally ridiculed. This 
spirit was exhibited specially among those whose 
habits of thought were most secular, and whose 

1 Maury, pp. 221, 222. The consideralDle part. Bayle(P5^- 
principal of those -writers was sees Inverses, § ccxli.), calls him 
Naud6, whose Zes ‘L’homme de Prance qui aroit 

Grands Hommes Soit/pgonnez de le pins de lecture.* He is said 
Magie, contains much cnrions to have reconstructed some of 
historical information in an ex- the dances of the ancients, and 
tremely tiresome form. Naud6 to have executed them in per- 
also wrote an exposure of the son before Queen Christina, in 
Eosicrucians, and a political Sweden (Magmn, Origines du 
work on Cou^s d^Etat, Thidtre, tom. i. p. 113). The 

ing the principles of Machia- A^ologie was answered by a 
velli. He was me first librarian Capucin named D’Autim, in a 
of the Mazarine library, in the ponderous work called Elncrh^ 
foundation of vrhich he had a duhU Sgamnte. 
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minds were least gOYerned hj antliority.i Some 
great scholars and writers who were fully sensible of 
the improbability of the belief, at the same time re- 
garded the evidence as irresistible, and looked upon 
the subject with a perplexed and timid suspension of 
judgment. La Bruy ere said that the principles on 
which magic rests seem vague, uncertain, and vision- 
ary ; but that many embarrassing facts have been 
attested by credible eye-witnesses ; that it appeared 
equally rash to admit or to deny them, and that it was 
better to take a central position between the credu- 
lous who admitted all, and the freethinkers who re-, 
jected all.^ Even Bayle seems to have looked upon 
it in a similar spirit.® Descartes, though he did not, 
as far as I am aware, ever refer directly to the sub- 
ject, probably exercised a considerable influence upon 
it, for the tendency of his teaching was to emancipate 
the mind from the power of tradition, to secularise 
philosophy, and to destroy the material notions that 
had long been associated with spirits. Malebranche 
mentions that in his time some of the parliaments 
had ceased to burn witches, and that wiljain their 
jurisdiction the number of witches had declined. He 
inferred from this, that the contagious power of ima- 
gination had created many of the phenomena. He 
analysed, mth much acuteness, the process of thought 

* ^ Cefurent les esprits forts du passer soi-m^me pour un aifide 
commencement dn dix-septiime du diable, ou ce que ne valait 
sifecle qui s'eflbrc^rent les pre- pas mienx, pour un iner^dule. 
miers d© combattre le pr^juge Les litres penseurs, les libertjns 
regnant, de d^fendre de mal- comme on les appelait alors, 
heureux fous ou d’indiscrets n’avaient que peu de credit.* 
cherebeurs centre les tribun aux. (Maury, p. 221.) 

II fallait pour cela du courage, * See the passage in , Maury, 

car on risquait, en cherebant k p. 219. 

sauver la tete du pr^venu, de ® Ibid. p. 220. 

VOL, I. H 
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■wliich produced lycauthropy ; but, being a priest, be 
found it necessary to add, tbat real sorcerers should 
undoubtedly be put to death. i Yoltaire treated the 
whole subject with a scornful ridicule ; observed that 
since there had been philosophers in France, witches 
had become proportionately rare, and summed up 
the ecclesiastical authorities for the belief as em- 
phatically as Sprenger or Spina, but with a very 
different object.^ 

In the first half of the seventeenth century, the 
civil power uniformly exerted its energies for the 
destruction of witches. It was between the publi- 
cation of the works of Montaigne and of Charron, 
that Boguet was presiding at the tribunal of St. 
Claude, where he is said to have burnt 600 persons, 
ohiefiy for lycanthropy. A few years later, the fifty 
executions at Douay, which I have already mentioned, 
took place; and, in 1642, Cardinal Mazarin wrote a 
letter to the Bishop of Evreux, congratulating him 
warmly on the successful zeal he had manifested on 
the subject.® Towards the middle of the century, 
however, -the growing incredulity fiad reached those 
in power; the prosecutions for witchcraft became 
more rare and languid ; and, in 1672, Colbert di- 
rected the magistrates to receive no accusations of 
sorcery; and commuted in many cases the capital 
punishment for the crime into a sentence of banish- 

^ Recherche de la Veritiy liv. des homines qui ^taient re- 
ii. p. 3, e. 6. ellement en commerce avec les 

® He said : ‘ Tons les pferes diables.^ {Diet. Phd. art. 8u~ 
de I’Eglise sans exception cm* perfiUtion.) This I believe to 
rent au pouvoir de la magie. be quite true, but it was a 
L’Eglise condanma toujours la striking sign of the times, that 
magie, mais elle y crut ton- an opponent of magic could say 
jours. EUen'excommunia point so, without ruining his cause, 
leg sorciers comme des fous, qui ^ Garinet, p. 328. 

^talent trompeSi mais comme 
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ment. It was wlieii some of tliese commutations liad 
been made, tbat the Parliament of Rouen drew up an 
extremely remarkable address to the king, protesting, 
in a strain of liigb religious fervour, against tbe in- 
dulgence as directly contrary to tbe Word of God, to 
all the precedents of French law, and to all the tra- 
ditions of the Christian religion.^ After this time 
but few trials for sorcery took place — that of the 
Marshal of Luxembourg, in 1681, was, perhaps, the 
most remarkable — for the scepticism on the subject 
had already become very mai-ked, and in the last 
twenty years of the seventeenth century, only seven 
sorcerers seem to have been burnt in France. Still 
later, in 1718, the Parliament of Bordeaux burnt a 
man upon this charge. After this period there were, 
indeed, one or two trials, but the prisoners were ac- 
quitted; the star of Toltaire had arisen above the 
horizon, and the unsparing ridicule which his follow- 
ers cast upon every anecdote of witches, intimidated 
those who did not share in the incredulity. The 
formularies for exorcism still continued as they con- 
tinue to the present day in Roman Catholic rituals, 
and they were frequently employed all through the 
eighteenth century ; but the more educated members 
of the clergy for the most part allowed the subject 
to fall into neglect, and discouraged the attempts of 
some of the order to revive it. Those who stUl clung 
to the traditions of the past must have found much 
difficulty in accounting for the progress of the move- 
ment. That Satan should occupy such an extremely 
small place in the minds of men was very lamentable, 
but that the miraculous signs of his presence should 
have so completely disappeared, was exceedingly 

> G-arinet, pp. S67, 344. 
mZ 
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perplexing. At tlie iDeginning of tlie present century, 
tlie Abbe I^ard publisbed a work designed to explain 
tbe difficulty. He showed that the philosophers and 
revolutionists of the last century were the represen- 
tatives of the old sorcerers, that they acted under the 
direct inspiration of Satan, and that their success was 
entirely due* to Satanic power. Lest, however, it 
should be said that this represented rather the moral 
than the miraculous influence of the Evil One, he 
added that many great and startling miracles had 
accompanied the philosophic movement, and that 
these miracles had not even yet ceased. The cures 
of Mesmer and the prophecies of Caghostro should 
both be ascribed to supematui’al agency ; but the 
most startling of all the signs of diabolical presence 
was the ever-increasing popularity of ventriloquism. 
On this last subject, we are happily not left to Our 
own unassisted conjectures, for some learned divines 
of the fourteenth century had solemnly determined 
that man was designed to speak by his mouth ; and 
that, whenever he spoke in any other way, he did so 
by the assistance of the Devil. ^ 

The history of witchcraft in Protestant countries 
differs so Httle from its history in Cathohc ones that 
it is not necessary to dwell upon it at much length. 
In both cases, a tendency towards the miraculous was 
the cause of the belief ; and the degree of religious 
terrorism regulated the intensity of the persecution. 
In both cases, too, the rise and progi’ess of a ration- 
alistic spirit were the origin and the measure of its 
decline. In England, there was no regular enact- 
ment against sorcery till 1641, when the nation was 
convulsed by the first paroxysms of the Reformation. 

‘ Garinet, p. 280 . 
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The crime had indeed been known at an earlier 
period, and a few executions had taken place, but 
they were very rare ; and, in producing them, other 
motives seem to have been generally mixed with su- 
perstition. Joan of Arc, the noblest of all the victims 
of the belief, perished by English hands, though on 
French soil, and under the sentence of a French 
Bishop, Some years after, the Duchess of Grloucester 
having been accused by the Cardinal of Beaufort of 
attempting the king’s life by sorcery, was compelled 
to do penance, while two of her servants were exe- 
cuted. A few other cases have come down to us ; 
but, although the extreme imperfection of the old 
criminal registers renders it very probable that there 
were others which are forgotten, there can he little 
doubt that the superstition was much less prominent 
in England than on the Continent.^ Owing partly 
to its insular position, and partly to the intense po- 
litical Hfe that from the earliest period animated the 
people, there was formed in England a fearless and 


^ The most complete authority 
on this subject is the chronolo- 
gical table of facts in Hutchin- 
son’s Essay on WitcJioraft 
(1718). Hutchinson, who was 
a very scrupulous writer, re- 
stricted himself for the most 
part to eases of which he had 
learnt precise particulars, and 
he carefully gives his authori- 
ties. The number of executions 
he recounts as having taken 
place in 250 years, amounts to 
many thousands. Of these only 
about 140 were in England. 
This, of course, excludes those 
who were drowned or mobbed 
to death during the trial, and 


those who were sentenced to 
other than capital punishments. 
All the other writers I have 
seen, place the English execu- 
tions far higher ; and it seems, 
I think, certain that some exe- 
cutions escaped the notice of 
Hutchinson, whose estimate is, 
however, probably much nearer 
the truth than those of most 
writers. See .also Wright’s 
Sorcery ; and an article from the 
Foreign Hevicw in ‘ A Collection 
of Curious Tracts on Witch- 
craft,’ reprinted in 1838. It is 
quite impossible to arrive at 
anything like precision on this 
subject. 
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self-reliant iype of cliaracter essentially distinct 
from that which was common in Europe, eminently 
free from morbid and superstitious terrors, and averse 
to the more depressing aspects of Religion. It was 
natural, however, that amid the conhicts of the 
Reformation, some of the darker superstitions should 
arise ; and we accordingly find Cranmer, in one of 
his articles of visitation, directing his clergy to seek 
for ‘any that use charms, sorcery, enchantments, 
witchcraft, soothsaying, or any like craft invented by 
the Devil.’ We find also a very few executions under 
Henry YIII. ; but in the following reign the law on 
the subject was repealed, and was not renewed till 
the accession of Elizabeth.^ Hew laws were then 
made, which were executed with severity ; and Jew- 
ell, when preaching before the queen, adverting to 
the increase of witches, expressed a hope that the 
penalties might be still more rigidly enforced. ‘ May 
it please your grace,’ he added, ‘ to understand that 
witches and sorcerers within these few years are 
marvellously increased within your grace’s realm. 
Tour grace’s subjects pine away even unto the death ; 
their colour fadeth, their flesh rotteth, their speech 
is benumbed, their senses are bereft. ... .1 pray 

God they never practise farther than upon the sub- 
ject.^2 On the whole, however, these laws were far 

' The repeal was probably nals of the Bef. vol. i. p. 11). 
owing to the fact that witch- The multitude of witches at the 
craft, and pulling down crosses, beginning of the reign of Eliza- 
were combined together ; and beth (which Strype notices) was 
the law had, therefore, a Popish the obvious consequence of the 
appearance. terrorism of the preceding reign, 

Sermons (Parker Society), and of the religious changes 
p. 1028. Strype ascribes to acting in the way I have already 
this sermon the law which was described, 
passed the following year (Aw- 
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milder than those on the Continent. Eor the first 
conviction, witches who were not shown to have 
destroyed others by their incantations were only 
punished by the pillory and by imprisonment, while 
those who were condemned to death perished by the 
gallows instead of the stake. Besides this, torture, 
which had done so much to multiply the evidence, 
had always been illegal, though it has occasionally 
been made use of, in England, and the witch-finders 
were compelled to content themselves with pricking 
their victims all over in hopes of discovering the 
insensible spot,^ with throwing them into the water 
to ascertain whether they would sink or swim, and 
vTith keeping them during several successive nights 
without sleep, in order to compel them to confess. 
These three methods were habitually employed with 
signal success ; many women were in consequence 
condemned, and a considerable proportion of them 
were hung. 

But such scenes did not take place without one 
noble protest. A layman named Reginald Scott 
pubhshed, in 1584, his ‘Discovery of Witchcraft,’ 
in which he unmasked the imposture and the delu- 
sion of the system with a boldness that no previous 
writer had approached, and with an ability which 
few subsequent writers have equalled. Keenly, elo- 
quently, and unflinchingly, he exposed the atrocious 
torments by which confessions were extorted, the 

^ It is worthy of notice that enfoncer cette 6pingle sous les 
anesthesia is a recognised symp- ongles on de toute sa longure 
tom of some of the epidemic dans les bras, les jambes on sur 
forms of madness. Speaking of toute autre pai'tie, sans provo- 
that of Morziiies, Dr. Constans querrapparenced’une sensation 
says: ‘li’anesthdsiene fait jamais douleureuae.’ {EpidmU d' Hys^ 
d^faut. J’ai pu pincer, piquer Uro-Bknwnoyathie m 1861, p* 
avec une ^pingle les malades, 63*) 
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laxifcj and injustice of tlae manner in wHoli evidence 
■was collected, the egregious absurdities that filled the 
■writings of the inquisitors, the juggling tricks that 
were ascribed to the devil, and the childish folly of 
the magical chaims. He also availed himself in* a 
very dexterous manner of -the strong Protestant 
feeling, in order to discredit statements that emanated 
from the Inquisition. If the question was to be 
determined by argument, if it depended simply or 
mainly upon the ability or learning of the contro- 
versialists, the treatise of Scott would have had a 
powerful effect ; for it was by far the ablest attack 
on the prevailing superstition that had ever appeared, 
and it was written in the most popular style. As a 
matter of fact it exercised no appreciable influence. 
Witchcraft depended upon general causes, and repre- 
sented the prevailing modes of religious thought. 
It was therefore entirely unaffected by the attempted 
refutation ; and when James I. mounted the throne, 
he found the nation perfectly prepared to second 
him in his zeal against the witches. 

James, although he hated the Puritans, had caught 
in Scotland much of the tone of thought concerning 
Satanic power which the Puritans had always en- 
couraged, and which was exhibited to the highest 
perfection in the Scottish mind. He was continnally 
haunted by the subject. He had himself written a 
dialogue upon it ; he had confidently ascribed his 
stormy passage on his return from Denmark to the 
machinations of the 'witches,* and he boasted that 

^ This storm -was th© origin wind, and a confession was 
of on© of the most horrible of wrung from him by torture, 
the many horrible Scotch trials which, however, he almost im- 
on record. One Dr. Fian was mediately afterwards retracted, 
suspected of having aroused the Every form of torture was in 
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the devil regarded him as the most formidable of 
opponents. Soon after his accession to th^ throne 
of England, a law was enacted which subjected' 
witches to death on the first conviction, even though 
they should have inflicted no injury upon their 
neighbours. This law was passed when Coke was 
Attorney- General, and Bacon a member of Parlia- 
ment ; and twelve bishops sat upon the Commission 
to which it was referred.^ The prosecutions were 
rapidly multiplied throughout the country, but es- 
pecially in Lancashire ; and at the same time the 
general tone of literature was strongly tinged with 
the superstition. Sir Thomas Browne declared that 
those who denied the existence of witchcraft were 
not only infidels, but also, by implication, atheists.® 
Shakspeare, like most of the other dramatists of his 
time, again and again referred to the belief ; and we 
owe to it that melancholy picture of Joan of Arc, 


vain employed to vanqiiisli his 
obduracy. The bones of his 
legs were broken into small 
pieces in the boot. All the 
torments that Scottish law knew 
of were successively applied. 
At last, the king (who person- 
ally presided overtlie tortures) 
suggested a new and more hor- 
rible device. The pri soncr, who 
had been removed during the 
deliberation, was brought in, 
and (I quote the contemporary 
narrative) ‘ his nailes upon all 
his fingers were riven and pulled 
off with an instrument, called 
in Scottish, a turkas, which in 
England wee call a payre of 
pincers, and under everie nayle 
there was thrust in two needels 
over, even up to the heads.’ 
However, notwithstandiiig all 


this, ‘ so deeply had the devil 
entered into his heart, that hee 
utterly denied all that which he 
before avouched,’ ^ud he was' 
burnt unconfessod. (See a rare 
black letter tract, reprinted in 
Pitcairn’s Criminal Trials of 
Scotland^ vol. i. part li. pp, 213, 
223.) 

^ Madden’s Thant, vol. i. p. 
447. 

“ ‘ I have ever believed, and 
do ^ now know, that there are 
witches ; they that doubt them 
do not only deny them but 
spirits, and are obliquely and 
upon consequence a sort, not of 
infidels, but of atheists.* {Beli- 
gio Medki, p. 24. ed, 1672.) 
Sir T. Erowne did not, however, 
believe in incubi, or in lycan- 
thropy. 
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whicli is, perliaps, tlie darkest blot upon bis genius.' 
Bacon continually inveigbed against tbe follies sbown 
by magicians in their researches into nature ; yet in 
one of his most important works he pronounced the 
three ‘ declinations from religion ’ to be ‘ heresies, 
idolatry, and witchcraft.’ ^ Selden took up a some- 
what peculiar and characteristic position. He main- 
tained that the law condemning women to death for 
witchcraft was perfectly just, but that it was quite 
unnecessary to ascertain whether witchcraft was a 
possibility. A woman might not be able to destroy 
the life of her neighbour by her incantations ; but if 
she intended to do so, it was right that she should 
be hung.® 

But, great as were the exertions made by James to 
extirpate witchcraft, they completely sink into insig- 
nificance before those which were made during the 
Commonwealth. As soon as Puritanism gained an 
ascendency in the country, as soon as its ministers 
succeeded in imparting their gloomy tenets to the 


* On the &tent to which the 
belief was reflected in the dra- 
matic literfiture of Elizabeth 
and James I., see Wright’s 
Sorcery, vol. i. pp. 286, 296. It 
was afterwards the custom of 
Voltaire, when decrying the 
genius of Shakspeare, to dwell 
constantly on such characters 
as the witches in Macbeth. Sut 
such scenes, though in modern 
times they may have an unreal 
and grotesque appearance, did 
not present the slightest im- 
probability at the time they 
were written. It is probable 
that Shakspeare, it is certain 
that the immense majority even 


of his most highly educated and 
gifted contemporaries, believed 
with an unfaltering faith in the 
reality of witchcraft. Shak- 
spear© was, therefore,' 'perfectly 
justified in introducing into his 
plays personages who were, of 
all others, mostfitted to enhance 
the grandeur and the solemnity 
of tragedy, when they faith- 
fully reflected the belief of the 
audience. 

® Advancement of Learning, 
XXV 22. It is true that this 
book was dedicated to the king, 
whose writings on the subject 
were commended. 

3 Table-Talk. 
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governing classes, the superstition assumed a gi- 
gantic magnitude. During the few years of the 
Commonwealth, there is reason to believe that more 
alleged witches perished in England than in the 
whole period before and after. ^ Nor is this to be 
ascribed entirely to the judges or the legislators, for 
the judges in former reigns never shrank from con- 
demning witches, and Cromwell was in most respects 
far superior to his predecessors. It was simply the 
natural result of Puritanical teaching acting on the 
mind, predisposing men to see Satanic iuduence in 
life, and consequently eliciting the phenomena of 
witchcraft. A panic on the subject spread through 
the country ; and anecdotes of Satanic power soon 
crowded in from every side. The county of Suffolk 
was especially agitated, and the famous witch-finder, 
Matthew Hopkins, pronounced it to be infested with 
witches. A commission was accordingly issued, and 
two distinguished Presbyterian divines were selected 
by the Parliament to accompany it. It would have 
been impossible to take any measure more calculated 
to stimulate the prosecution, and we accordingly find 
that in Suffolk sixty persons were hung for witch- 
craft in a single year.'-^ Among others, an Anglican 
clergyman, named Lowes, who was now verging on 
eighty, and who for fifty years had been an irre- 
proachable minister of his church, fell under the 
suspicion. The unhappy old man was kept awake 
for several successive nights, and persecuted * till he 

^ Hutchinson, p, 68. Piilly empowered to treat about 

'* This is alluded to in Bkdi- Binding revolted witches out ? 
hras : — _ And has not he within a year 

‘ Hath not this present Parlia- Hanged threescore of them in 

ment one shire,* &c. 

A ledger to the devil sent Second part, Canto iii. 
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was weary of Ms life, and was scarce sensible of 
what he said or did.’ He was then thrown into the 
water, condemned, and hxmg. According to the 
story which circulated among the members of the 
Established Church, he maintained his innocence 
manfully to the end. If we believe the Puritanical 
account, it would appear that Ms brain gave way 
under the trial, and that his accusers extorted from 
him a wild romance, which was afterwards, with 
many others, reproduced by Baxter * for the conver- 
sion of the Sadducee and the infidel.’ ^ 

We have seen that the conception of witchcraft, 
which had existed in England from the earliest 
period, assumed for the first time a certain prominence 
amid the religious terrorism of the Beformation ; 
that its importance gradually increased as the trials 
and executions directed public attention to the 
subject ; and that it, at last, reached its climax under 
the gloomy theology of the Puritans. It now only 
remains for me to trace the history of its decline. 

In pursuing tMs task, I must repeat that it is 
impossible follow the general intellectual ten- 
dencies of a nation with the degree of precision with 
which we may review the events or the arguments 
they produced. We have ample evidence that, at a 
certain period of English history, there was mani- 
fested in some classes a strong disposition to regard 
witch stories as absurd 5 but we cannot say precisely 

* Baxter relates the whole and (being near the sea) as he 
story with evident pleasure, saw a ship under sail, it moved 
He says, ‘Among the rest, an him to send him to sink the 
old recuding^anon namedLowis, ship, and he consented, and 
not far from Framlingham, was saw the ship sink before him.^ 
one that was hanged, who con- (JVorld of Spirits bZ,) For 
fessed thai he had two imps, and the other view of the case, see 
that one of them was always Hutchinson, pp. 88-90. 
putting him on doing mischief, 
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when the idea of grotesqneness was first attache^ to 
the "belief, nor can we map out with exactness the 
stages of its progress. Speaking generally, howeyer, 
there can be no doubt that it first became prominent 
in that great sceptical movement which followed the 
Hestoration . Tl le reaction against the austere rigidity 
of the last Government, had produced among the 
gayer classes a sudden outburst of the most derisive 
incredulity. From mocking the solemn gait, the 
nasal twang, and the affected phraseology of the 
Puritans, they naturally proceeded to ridicule their 
doctrines : and having soon discovered in witchcraft 
abundant materials for their satire, they made dis- 
belief in it one of the tests of fashion. At the same 
time the higher intellectual influences were tending 
strongly to produce a similar movement among the 
learned. Hobbes, who was the most distinguished 
of living philosophers, had directed all the energies 
of his scepticism against incorporeal substances, had 
treated with unsparing ridicule the conceptions of 
demons and of apparitions, and had created in his 
disciples a predisposition to regard thenk as below 
contempt.' A similar predisposition was formed by 
the philosophy of Bacon, which had then acquired an 
immense popularity. The Royal Society ^ had been 
just established ; a passion for natural philosophy, much 
resembling that which preceded the French Revolu- 
tion, had become general ; and the whole force of the 
•English intellect was directed to the study of natural 

^ On the opinions of Hobbes the Eoyal Society on this snb- 
on this subject, and on his great ject is noticed by Hutchinson, 
influence in discrediting these and indeed most of the 'vrriters 
superstitions, see Cudworth’s on witchcraft. See Casaubon 
Intellectual System, vol. i. p. 116. On Credulity, p. 191. 

® The (indirect) influence of 
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phenomena, and to tlie discovery of natural laws. In 
this manner there was formed a general disposition to 
attribute to every event a natural cause, which was 
soon followed hy a conviction of the absurdity of ex- 
plaining phenomena by a supernatural hypothesis, 
and which rapidly discredited the anecdotes of witches. 
There does not appear to have been any very careful 
scrutiny of their details, yet there was a growing 
indisposition to believe them, as they were discordant 
with the modes of thought which the experimental 
philosophy had produced. 

By the combination of these three influences a 
profound change was soon effected in the manner 
in which witchcraft was regarded. The sense of its 
improbability became for the first time general among 
educated laymen, and the number of the trials 
speedily diminished. In 1664, however, two women 
were hung in Suffolk, under a sentence of Sir Matthew 
Hale, who took the opportunity of declaring that the 
reality of witchcraft was unquestionable ; ‘ for first, 
the Scriptures had afiirmed so much ; and secondly, 
the wisdom, of all nations had provided laws against 
such persons, which is an argument of their con- 
fidence of such a crime.’ Sir Thomas Browne, who 
was a great physician as well as a great writer, was 
called as a witness, and swore ‘ that he was clearly 
of opinion that the persons were bewitched.’ ^ 

Seventeen years later, the defence of the dying 
belief was taken up by Joseph Glanvil, a divine, who 
in his own day was very famous, and who, I venture 
to think, has been surpassed in genius by few of his 

* The report of this trial is latvng to Wltohoraft (London, 
reprinted in A Collection of 1838), 

Mare and Curious Tracts re-^ 
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successors. Among lais contemporaries lie was espe- 
cially praised as an able scholar and dialectician, and 
as a writer whose style, though not un tinctured by 
the pedantry of his age, often furnishes the noblest 
examples of that glorious eloquence, so rich in varied 
and majestic harmonies, of which Milton, Sir Thomas 
Browne, and the early Anglican divines were the 
greatest masters. To us, however, who look upon 
his career from the vantage ground of experience, it 
assumes a still higher interest, for it occupies a most 
important position in the history of that experimental 
philosophy which has become the great guiding in- 
fluence of the English mind. As the works of 
Glanvil are far less known than they should be, and 
as his defence of witchcraft was intimately connected 
with his earlier literary enterprises, I shall make no 
apology for giving a general outline of his opinions. 

To those who only know him as the defender of 
witchcraft, it may appear a somewhat startling para- 
dox to say, that the predominating characteristic of 
the mind of Glanvil was an intense scepticism. He 
has even been termed by a modern critic ^ the first 
English writer who had thrown scepticism into a 
definite form ; ^ and if we regard this expression as 
simply implying a profound distrust of human facul- 
ties, and not at all the rejection of any distinct 
dogmatic system, the judgment can hardly be dis- 
puted. And certainly, it would be difficult to find a 
work displaying less of the credulity and superstition 
that are commonly attributed to the believers in 
witchcraft than the treatise on ‘ The Vanity of 
Dogmatising or Confidence of Opinions,’ ^ in which 

^ Biogra'phie TIniverselle — an cyclopedia Britannica, 
article which is also in the En- ^ There is a good reriew of 
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Glanvil expounded his pHlosopliical views. Develop- 
ing a few scattered hints of Bacon, he undertook to 
make a comprehensive survey of the human faculties, 
to analyse the distorting influences that corrode or 
pervert onr judgments, to reveal the weakness and 
fallihility of the most powerful intellect, and to 
estimate the infinity of darkness that encircles our 
scanty knowledge. Not only did he trace, with the 
most vivid and unfaltering pen, the proneness to error 
that accompanies the human intellect in the moments 
of its greatest confidence ; not only did he paint in 
the darkest colours the tenacity and the inveteracy of 
prejudice ; he even accepted to the fullest extent the 
consequence of his doctrine, and, with Descartes, en- 
joined a total abnegation of the opinions that have 
been received by education as the first condition of 
enquiry. He showed himself perfectly acquainted 
with the diversities of intellectual tone, or as he very 
happily termed them, the ‘ climates of opinion ’ that 
belong to different ages ; and he devoted an entire 
chapter ^ to the deceptions of the imagination, a 
facnlty which he treated with as much severity as 
Butler. 


tliis book in Hallam’s Hist of 
Lit, Yol. iii. pp. 358-362. It 
is, I think, by far the best 
thing Grlanvil wrote, and he 
evidently took extraordinary 
pains in bringing it to perfec- 
tion. It first appeared as a 
short essay; it was then ex- 
panded into a regular treatise ; 
and still later, recast and pub- 
lished anew under the title of 
* Scepsis ScientffcaJ This last 
edition is somewhat rare, the 
greater part of the impression 


having, it is said (I do not 
know on what authority), been 
destroyed in the fire of London. 
It was answered by Thomas 
White, a once famous Eoman 
Catholic controversialist. I can- 
not but think that Paley was 
acquainted with the works of 
G-lanvil, for their mode of 
treating many subjects is strik- 
ingly similar. Palcy’s watch 
simile is fully developed by 
Grlanvil, in chap. v. 

Chap xi. 
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On the publication of this treatise Grlanyil bad been 
elected a fellow of the Royal Society, and became 
one of the most distinguisbed ' of the small but able 
minority of the clergy who cordially embraced the 
inductive philosophy. To combat the strong anti- 
pathy with which this philosophy was regarded in the 
Ohnrch, and to bring theology into harmony with its 
principles, was the task to which he devoted the 
remainder of his life. Spratt, and, in a less degree, 
one or two other divines, were employed in the same 
noble cause ; but the manner in which Glanvil con^ 
ducted his enterprise separates him, I think, clearly 
from his fellow-labourers. For, whilte his contem- 
poraries seem to have expected as the extreme conse- 
quences of the philosophy, on the one hand a period 
of passing disturbance, arising from the discovery of 
apparent discrepancies between science and the Bible, 
and on the other hand increased evidence of the faith, 
arising from the solution of those difB.culties and from 
the increased perception of superintending wisdom 
exhibited in Hhe wheelwork of creation,’ Grlanvil 
perceived very clearly that a far deeper £fito.d more 
general modification was at hand. He saw that the 
theological system existing in a nation is intimately 
connected with the prevailing modes of thought or 
intellectual condition ; that the new philosophy was 
about to change that condition ; and that the Church 
must either adapt herself to the altered tone, or lose 
her influence over the English mind. He saw that a 
theology which rested ultimately on authority, wMch 
branded doubt as criminal, and which discouraged in 
the strongest manner every impartial investigation, 
could not long co-exist with a philosophy that encou- 
raged the opposite habits of thought as the very 
■VOL. I* I 
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beginning of wisdom. He saw tliat while men main- 
tained eyery strange phenomenon to be miracnlous as 
long as it was unexplained, each advance of physical 
science must necessarily be hostile to theology, and 
that the passionate adoration of Aristotle ; the bhnd 
pedantic reverence, which accounted the simplest 
assertions of dead men decisive authorities ; the re- 
trospective habits of thought the universities steadily 
laboured to encourage ; were all incompatible with 
the new tendencies which Bacon represented.^ In 
an essay on ‘ Anti-fanatical Beligion and Eree Philo- 
sophy,’ which was designed to be a continuation of 
the Hew Atlantis of Bacon, he drew a noble sketch 
of an ideal church constructed to meet the wants of 
an intellectual and a critical age. Its creed was to 
be framed on the most latitudinarian principles, be- 
cause the doctrines that could he defended with 
legitimate assurance were but few and simple. Its 
ministers were to be much less anxious to accumulate 
the traditions of the past than to acquire ‘ the felicity 
of clear and distinct thinking,’ and ^ a large compass 
in their thoughts.’ They were to regard faith not as 
the opposite of reason, but as one of its manifestations. 
Penetrated by the sense of human weakness, they 

^ He compares the leading Oxford in particular, to be al- 
seholars of his day to the man- most worthless. The indigna- 
ner who returned laden with tion such sentiments created at 
common pebbles from the In- Oxford is very amusingly shown 
dies, imagining that that must in Wood’s arts. Glanvil 

necessarily he rare that came and Orosse. Orosse was a Fellow 
from afar, and he accused them of Oxford (a P.D.), who at first 
of asserting, on the authority vehemently assailed Glanvil in 
of Beza, that women have no prose, hut at last changed his 
beards, and on that of St. An- mode of attack, and wrote comic 
gustine, that peace is a blessing, hallarls, which Wood assures us 
He pronounced university edu- ‘made Glanvil and his Society 
cation in general, and that of ridiculous.’ 
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were to rebuke tbe spirit o£ dogmatic confidence and 
assertion, and were to teacb. men tbat, so far from 
donbt being criminal, it was tbe duty of every -mart 
^ to suspend bis fiiU and resolved assent to tbe doc- 
trines be bad been taugbt, till be bad impartially 
considered and examined tbem for himself.' 

A religious system wbicb is thus divested of tbe 
support of authority, may be upheld upon two 
grounds. It may be defended on tbe rationalistic 
ground, as according with Conscience, representing 
and reflecting tbe light tbat is in mankind, and being 
thus its own justification; or it may be defended as 
a distinct dogmatic system by a train of evidential 
reasoning. Tbe character of bis own mind, and tbe 
very low ebb to wbicb moral feeling bad sunk in bis 
age, induced Glanvil to prefer tbe logical to tbe 
moral proof, and be believed tbat tbe field on wbicb 
tbe battle must first be fought, was witchcraft, wbicb 
furnished an example of miracles tbat were contem- 
porary and easy to test. ‘ For things remote or long 
past ' (be said) ‘ are either notbebeved or forgotten — 
whereas these being fresh and new, and** attended 
with all tbe circumstances of credibility, it may bo 
expected they should have most success upon tbe 
obstinacy of unbebevers.’ ^ 

’’The ‘Sadducismus Triumpbatus,' wbicb is pro- 
bably tbe ablest book ever published in defence of 
tbe superstition, opens with a striking picture of 
tbe rapid progress of the scepticism in England.^ 

' Preface to tbe there are spirits or witches, 

2 ‘ Atheism is begun in Sad- which sort of infidels, though 
ducism, and those that dare not they are not ordinary among 
bluntly say there is no God, the mere vulgar, yet are they 
content themselves (for a fair numerous in a little higher rank 
step and introduction) to deny of understandings. Aad those 
1 2 
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Eyer jwliere, a disbelief in witobcrafb was becoming 
fasbionable in tbe upper classes ; but it was a dis- 
belief that arose entirely from a strong sense of its 
antecedent improbability. All wbo were opposed to 
the orthodox faith nnited in discrediting witchcraft. 
They laughed at it, as palpably absurd, as involying 
the most grotesque and ludicrous conceptions, as so 
essentially incredible that it would be a waste of time 
to examine it. This spirit had arisen since the Ee- 
storation, although the laws were still in force, and 
although Httle or no direct reasoning had been 
brought to bear upon the subject. In order to com- 
bat it, Glanvil proceeded to examine the general 
question of the credibility of the miraculous. He 
saw that the reason why witchcraft was ridiculed 
was, because it was a phase of the miraculous and 
the work of the devil ; that the scepticism was chiefly 
due to those who disbelieved in miracles and the 
devil ; and that the instances of witchcraft or posses- 
sion in the Bible, were invariably placed on a level 
with those that were tried in the law-courts of Eng- 
land. TllSat the evidence of the belief was over- 
whelming, he firmly believed ; ^ and this, indeed, was 

that know anything of the ^ See a striking passage, pp. 
world, know that most of the .3, 4: — ‘ I must premise that 
looser gentry and the small this, being matter of fact, is 
pretenders to philosophy and only capable of the evidence of 
wit, are generally deriders of authority and of sense, and by 
the belief of witches and ap- both these the being of witches 
paxitions.* I need hardly say and diabolical contracts is most 
that the word Atheism was, in abnndantly confirmed. All his- 
the time of G-lanvil, used in tories are fuU of the exploits of 
the very loosest sense : indeed, those instruments of darkness, 
Dngald Stewart shows, that at and the testimony of all ages, 
one time the disbeUevers in not only of the rude and har- 
apostolieal succession were barous, but of the most civilized 
commonly denounced as Athe- and polished world, brings 
ists, (piss&rt, p. 378.) tidings of their strange per- 
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scarcely disputed ; but, until tbe sense of a priori im" 
probabilLty was remoYed, no possible accumulation of 
facts would cause men to believe it. To that task be 
accordingly addressed himself. Anticipating the idea 
and almost the words of modem controversiahsts, he 
urged that there was such a thing as a credulity of 
unbelief ; and that those who believed so strange a 
concurrence of delusions, as was necessary on the 
supposition of the unreality of witchcraft;, were far 
more credulous than those who accepted the belief. ^ 
He made his very scepticism his principal weapon ; 


formances. We have the at- 
testation of thousands of eye 
and ear witnesses, and those 
not of the easily deceivable 
vulgar only, hut of wise and 
grave discerners, and that when 
no interest could oblige them to 
agree together in a common lie ; 
I say we have the light of all 
these circumstances to confirm 
us in the belief of things done 
by persons of despicable power 
and knowledge, beyond the 
reach of art and ordinary na- 
ture. Standing public records 
have been kept of these well- 
attested relations, and epochas 
made of these unwonted events. 
Laws, in many nations, have 
been enacted against those vile 
practices j those among the Jews 
and our own are notorious. 
Such cases have been often de- 
termined with us, by wise and 
revered judges, upon clear and 
constructive evidence ; and 
thousands in our own nation 
have suffered death for their 
vile compacts with apostate 
spirits. All this I might largely 
prove in their particular in- 


stances, but that it is not need- 
ful ; since those that deny the 
being of witches do it, not out 
of ignorance of those heads of 
argument which, probably, they 
have heard a thousand times ; 
but from an apprehension that 
such a belief is absurd, and the 
things iippossible ’ 

1 ‘ I think those that can be- 
lieve all histories are romances ; 
that all the wise could have 
agreed to juggle majikind into 
a common belief of ungrounded 
fables; that the sound senses 
of multitudes together may de- 
ceive them, and laws arc built 
upon chimeras ; that the gravest 
and wisest judges have been 
murderers, and the sagest per- 
sons fools or designing im- 
postors ; I say those that can 
believe this heap of absurdities, 
are either more credulous thau 
those whose credulity they re- 
prehend, or else have some ex- 
traordinary evidence of their 
persuasion, viz., that it is ab- 
surd or impossible there should 
be a witch or apparition ’ (p; 4). 
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and, analysing witli nmcli acuteness tlie a priori 
objections, lie showed that they rested upon an 
unwarrantable confidence in our knowledge of th© 
laws of the spirit world ; that they implied the ex- 
istence of some strict analogy between the faculties 
of men and of spirits; and that, as such analogy 
most probably did not exist, no reasoning based on 
the supposition could dispense men from examining 
the evidence. He concluded with a large collection 
of cases, the evidence of which was, as he thought, 
incontestible. 

The ^ Sadducismus Triumphatus ’ had an extra- 
ordinary success. Numerous editions were issued, 
and several very able men came forward to support 
its views. Henry More, the famous philosopher, 
wrote a warm eulogium to Glanvil, and drew up a 
long argument in the same spirit, in which he related 
several additional witch cases, and pronounced the 
opponents of the belief to be mere ‘ buffoons, puffed 
up with nothing but ignorance, vanity, and stupid 
infidehty.’i Oasaubon, the learned Dean of Canter- 
bury, wrote to the same effect, but in more moderate 
language.^ The illustrious Boyle, while noticing the 
weakness of the evidence of many witch stories and 
the necessity of great caution in collecting them, wrote 
to Glanvil expressing his firm belief in the story of 
the demon of Mascon.^ Cudworth, perhaps the most 
profound of all the great scholars who have adorned 
the Enghsh Church, pronounced the scepticism on 
the subject of witches to be chiefly a consequence of 

^ His letters on the subject of the great Greek scholar, 
are prefixed to the Sadducismus, ® See his letter to Glanvil 

^ On Credulity and Incrc- (Feb. 10, 167J) in Boyle’s 
dulity. This Casauhon was son Works, vol. vi. p. 59. 
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tlie influence of Hobbes ; and lie added, tbat tliose 
wbo partook of tliat scepticism miglit be justly sus- 
pected of atlieism.i Several other divines pressed 
forward in the same spirit ; and they made witchcraft, 
for a time, one of the chief subjects of controversy 
in England. On the other side, the discussion was 
extremely languid. Ho writer, comparable in ability 
or influence to Glanvil, More, Cudworth, or even 
Casaubon, appeared to challenge the behef ; nor did 
any of the writings on that side obtain any success 
at aU equal to that of the ‘ Sadducismus.’ The 
principal writer was a surgeon named Webster, 
whose work is remarkable as one of the earliest in- 
stances of the systematic application of a rationahstic 
interpretation to the magical miracles in the Bible. 
According to him, the magicians in Egypt were 
ordinary jugglers, the witch of Endor had dressed up 
an accomplice to personate Samuel, the word witch 
in Leviticus only signified poisoner, the demoniacs 
were chiefly lunatics, and the Magdalene had been 
freed from seven -vices.^ An unknown scholar, named 
Wagstaafe, at Oxford, also wrote two shorS works on 
the subject ; ^ and one or two others appeared anony- 
mously* The scepticism steadily iucreased. 

^ ‘As for wizards and ma- ing towards atheism.* {Int. 
gicians, persons who associate vol. ii. p. 650.) See also 

and confederate themselves with vol. i. p. 116. 
these evil spirits for the gratifi- ® Webster, On The 

cation of their own revenge, identification of -the Scripture 
Inst, ambition, and other pas- demoniacs with lunatics had 
sions ; besides the Scriptures, been made by Hobbes also, 
there hath been so full an at- ® Wagstaafe was a deformed 
testation given to them by per- dwarfish scholar at Oxford, and 
sons unconcerned in all ages, was the special bntt of the 
that those our so confident ex- Oxonian wit (which in the 
ploders of them in this present seventeenth century does not 
age can hardly escape the sus- appear to have been extremely 
picion of having some hanker- brilliant). Poor Wagstaafe 
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A few years afterwards, a new and strennons 
attempt was made to arrest it by accotmts of fresli 
cases of witcbcraffc in America. The Pilgrim Pathers 
had bronght to that conntry the seeds of the super- 
stition ; and, at the time when it was rapidly fading 
in England, it flourished with fearfal vigour in Mas- 
sachusetts. Two Puritan ministers, named Cotton 
Mather and Parris, proclaimed the frequency of the 
crime ; and being warmly supported by their brother 
divines, they succeeded in creatmg a panic through 
the whole country. A commission was issued. A 
judge named Stoughton, who appears to have been 
a perfect creature of the clergy, conducted the trials : 
scourgmgs and tortures were added to the terrorism 
of the pulpit, and many confessions were obtained. 
The few who ventured to oppose the prosecutions 
were denounced as Sadducees and infldels. Multi- 
tudes were thrown into prison, others fled from the 
country abandoning their property, and twenty-seven 
persons were executed. An old man of eighty was 
pressed to death — a horrible sentence, which was 
never affcetwards executed in America. The ministers 
of Boston and Charleston drew up an address, warmly 
thanking the commissioners for their zeal, and ex- 
pressing their hope that it would never be relaxed. ^ 
In the first year of this prosecution. Cotton Mather 
wrote a history of the earliest of the trials. This 
history was introduced to the English public by 
Bichard Baxter, who declared in his preface that 
‘that man must be a very obdurate Sadducee who 
would not believe it.’ ISTot content with having 

consoled himself by drinking ^ Bancroft, IRstory of the 
whisky-punch ; and having United States, ch. xix. Hutchin- 
drunk too much, he died, son, pp. 95-119. 
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t3nis giyen the weight of his great name to the super- 
stition, Baxter in the following year published his 
treatise on ‘ The Certainty of the World of Spirits ; ’ 
in which he collected, mth great industry, an im- 
mense number of witch-cases ; reverted in extremely 
laudatory terms to Cotton Mather and his cmsade ; 
and denounced, in unmeasured language, all who were 
sceptical upon the subject. This work appeared in 
1691, when the panic in America had not yet reached 
its height ; and, being widely circulated beyond the 
Atlantic, is said to have con-feibuted much to stimu- 
late the prosecutions.^ In England it produced 
little effect. The scepticism that was already per- 
vading all classes was steadily and silently increasing, 
under the influence of an intellectual movement that 
was too general and too powerful for any individual 
genius to arrest. At the time of the Eestoration the 
belief had been common among the most educated. 
In 1718, when Hutchinson wrote, it scarcely existed, 
except among the ignorant and a small section of the 
clergy.2 Yet, in the interval, the vast preponderance 
of controversial literature had unquestionably been 
on the conservative side. During that period no less 
than twenty-five works ^ are known to have appeared 
in England in defence of the belief ; and among thoir 
authors we have seen some of the ablest men in 

^ Hutchinson, pp. 95-119. witchcraft, and in 1688 the 

® Hr. Buckle places the seep- majority disbelieved it.’ (Vol. i. 
ticism a little earlier. He says; p. 333.) By 1718, however, 
* This important revolution in the minority had become insig- 
our opinion was effected, so far nificant. 
as the educated classes are eon- ® Some of them, of course, 
cerned, between the Restoration wore mere pamphlets, but a 
and Revolution ; that is to large proportion elaborate 
say, in 1660 the majority of works. The catalogue is given 
educated men still believed in by Hutchinson. 
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England. The work of Baxter, notwithstanding the 
weight of his great name, and the very definite 
character of his statements, appears to have remained 
entirely unanswered till it was reviewed hy Hutchin- 
son twenty-six years after its publication. Yet it 
could do no more to arrest, than the work of Scott 
had done to produce, the scepticism. Three witches 
had been executed in 1682 ; and others, it is said, 
endured the same fate in 1712 ; but these were the 
last who judicially perished in England.^ The last 
trial, at least of any notoriety, was that of Jane 
Wenham, who was prosecuted in 1712 by some 
Hertfordshire clergymen. The judge entirely dis- 
believed in witches, and accordingly charged the jury 
strongly in favour of the accused, and even treated 
with great disrespect the rector of the parish, who 
declared ^ on his faith as a clergyman ’ that he be- 
lieved the woman to be a witch. The jury,, being 
ignorant and obstinate, convicted the prisoner : but 
the judge had no difidculty in obtaining a remission 
of her sentence. A long war of pamphlets ensued, 
and the dergy who had been engaged in the prose- 
cution drew up a document strongly asserting their 
behef in the guilt of the accused, animadverting 
severely upon the conduct of the judge, and con- 
cluding with the solemn words, ‘ Liberavimus animas 
nostras.’ ^ 

It is probable that this was an instance of some- 
what exceptional fanaticism; and that Hutchinson, 
who was himself a clergyman, represented the 

’ Compare Hutchinson:, p. 57, mohbed to death in the county 
and Buckle, vol. i. p. 334. I of Essex as a wizard. 

S 2 .J judicially, for in the Times = Hutchinson, pp. 163-171. 
of Sept. 24, 1863, there is an Some noble and liberal remarks, 
account of an old man who was 
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opioions o£ most of tli© more educated of his pro- 
fession, when a few years later he described witch- 
craft as a delusion. 1 In 1736 the laws on the sub- 
ject were repealed, without difi6.culty or agitation ; 
and there ore very few instances of educated men re- 
gretting them. In 1768, however, John Wesley pre- 
faced an account of an apparition that had been 
related by a girl named Elizabeth Hobson, by some 
extremely remarkable sentences on the subject : — ‘It 
is true likewise,’ he wrote, ‘that the English in 
general, and indeed most of the men of learning in 
Europe, have given up all accounts of witches and 
apparitions as mere old wives’ fables. I am 
sorry for it, and I willingly take this opportunity of 
entering my solemn protest against this violent com- 
pliment which so many that believe the Bible pay to 
those who do not behev© it. I owe them no such 
service. I take knowledge that these are at the bot- 
tom of the outcry which has been raised, and with 
such iusolence spread through the land in direct op- 
position, not only to the Bible, but to the suffrage of 
the wisest and best of men in all ages ^d nations. 


^ An Irifala clergyman named 
Maxwell (yrlio was chaplain to 
Lord Carteret, and a writer of 
considerable ability), in an es- 
say on heathen morality, pre- 
fixed to a translation of Cum- 
berland’s Laws of NaUire, which 
appeared in 1727, has the fol- 
lowing passage on witchcraft : 
‘Almost the whole world of 
mankind were sometime under 
Satan’s domination and power 
by way of criminal religious 
subjection as being the reli- 
gionists of his institution. Ono 
sort of these diabolical reli- 


gionists are witches and ma- 
gicians, whose existence has 
been so well attested by ex- 
perience and by persons of un- 
questionable veracity, so ac- 
knowledged by heathens, by alj 
wise laws and governments, and 
by the Holy Scriptures, is of 
theory so unexceptionably ra- 
tional, and the objections against 
it so inconsidci'able, that not- 
withstanding tlie many impos- 
tures and false stories of this 
kind, he that would reject them 
all must be a superlative be- 
liever’ (p, clix.). 
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They -well Imow (wlietlier ChristiaiLS know it or not) 
tliat tlie giving up witelicraft is in effect giving up 
the Bible/ 1 

In reviewing tbe bistory o£ witchcraft in England, 
it is impossible to avoid observing tbe singularly 
favourable contrast which the Anglican Church pre- 
sents, both to Continental Catholicism and to Puri- 
tanism. It is indeed true that her bishops contributed 
much to the enactments of the laws against witch- 
craft, that the immense majority of the clergy firmly 
believed in the reality of the crime, and that they 
continued to assert and to defend it when the great 
bulk of educated laymen had abandoned it. Ifc is 
also true that the scepticism on the subject of witches 
arose among those who were least governed by the 
Church, advanced with the decline of the infinence 
of the clergy, and was commonly branded as a phase 
and manifestation of infidelity. Tet, on the other 
hand, it is impossible to deny that the general mode- 
ration of the higher clergy was beyond all praise, and 
that even those who were most credulous were sin- 
gularly fteb from that thirst for blood which was 
elsewhere so common. On the Continent, every 
attempt to substitute a lighter punishment for death 
was fiercely denounced as a direct violation of the 
Divine law. Indeed, some persons went so far as to 
question the lawfulness of strangling the witch before 
she was burnt. Her crime, they said, was treason 
against the Almighty, and therefore to punish it by 
any but the most agonising of deaths was an act of 
disrespect to Him. Besides this, the penalty in the 

* Journal, 1768. Ur. Johnson reality of witchcraft (Boswell, 
spoke with a characteristic in- August 16, 1773). 
decision on the subject of the 
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LeYitical code was stoning, and stoning had been 
pronounced by the Jewish theologians to be a still 
more painful death than the stake. ^ l^othing of this 
kind was found in England. There is, as far as I 
am aware, not a single instance of the English clergy 
complaining of the leniency of the laws upon the 
subject, or attempting to introduce torture into the 
trials. Their zeal in stimulating the persecution, by 
exorcisms and fanatical preaching, was also com- 
paratively languid. As early as the reign of James I., 
the Convocation made- a canon prohibiting any clergy- 
man from exorcising a possessed person, without a 
license from his bishop, and such licenses were 
scarcely ever granted.^ Dr. Morton, a Bishop of 
Lichfield, in 1620, employed himself with great, and 
at last successful, zeal in detecting a case of imposture 
in a witch-story which was believed by a Catholic 
priest, 3 and he succeeded in saving the life of the 
accused. At a still earher period. Dr. Harsenet, who 
was afterwards Archbishop of York, in an attack 
upon ‘ Popish impostures,’ boldly enumerated among 
them most of the forms of witchcraft,^ and appears to 
have been entirely incredulous on the subject. He 
was undoubtedly wrong in ascribing witchcraft to 
Catholicism, for it flourished at least as vigorously 
under the shadow of Puritanism ; yet the expression 
of so bold an opinion is well worthy of notice, and 
was, I believe, at the time it was written, a unique 
phenomenon among the English clergy.’'* Hutchin- 

^ Bodin, p. 217- * able to find any’otbor case; 

* Hutchinson. Dedication. but Sir Kouclm Digby, in his 

® Ibid. annotation to tho passage fronx 

* Ibid. Sir Thomas Browne, which I 

* I, at least, have not been have before q^uoted, says of the 
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son himself "wrote his history before the belief was 
entirely extinct. 

But that which shows most strikingly the modera- 
tion of the Anghcan clergy, is the comparatiyely 
small amonnt of delusion which the history of English 
witchcraft presents. On the Continent there was 
nndonbtedly mnoh imposition ; but, for the most part, 
the subject presents rather the aspect of an epidemic 
or a mania. The rehgions terrorism acted on diseased 
imaginations, coloured every form of madness,* and 
predisposed the minds of men to solve every difficulty 
by a supernatural hypothesis. In England, on the 
other hand, imposture appears the general charac- 
teristic. The books on the subject are full of cases 
of jugglers’ tricks ; ^ and, with the exception of the 
period when the Puritans were in the ascendant, it 
never seems to have assumed the appearance of a 
great and general panic. Indeed, in most of its 
worst manifestations, the fanaticism of Puritanism 
was manifested,^ 

In England that fanaticism was bridled and re- 
pressed. There was one country, however, in which 
it obtained an absolute ascendency. , There was one 
country in which the Puritan ministers succeeded in 

belief : ‘ There are divines of on English witchcraft ; and, in 
great note, and far from any comparing the different sections 
suspicion of being irreligious, of the Church, he says : ^On the 
that do not oppose it.* The whole, the Calvinists, gcnemlly 
book of Er. Sarsenet is, I be- speaking, were, of all the con- 
lieve, rare ; I only know it by tending sects, the most sus- 
the copious extracts in Hutchin- picious of sorcery, the most un- 
son. There is a notice of its doubting believers in its ex- 
author in Neal’s Hist, of the ' istcnce, and the most eager to 
JPuritans. follow it up with what they 

^ See Scott’s Bisoovery, ^as~ conceived to be the due pun- 
-swa. ^ ishment of the most fearful 

^ ® Sir W. Scott has well no- of crimes,’ {Demonology and 
ticed this influence of Puritanism Letter 8.) 
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moulding alike tlie diaracter and tlie liabits of tlie 
nation, and in disseminating tkeir liarsli and gloomy 
tenets tlirougli every section of society. Wliile Eng- 
land was breaking loose from ber most ancient super- 
stitions, and advancing witb gigantic strides along 
the paths of knowledge, Scotland still cowered with 
a willing submission before her clergy. iN'ever was 
a mental servitude more complete, and never was a 
tyranny maintained with more inexorable barbarity. 
Supported by public opinion, the Scottish ministers 
succeeded in overawing all opposition, in prohibiting 
the faintest expression of adverse opinions, in prying 
into and controlling the most private concerns of 
domestic life ; in compelling everyone to conform 
absolutely to all the ecclesiastical regulations they 
enjoined ; and in, at last, directing the whole scope 
and current of legislation. They maintained their 
ascendency over the popular mind by a system of 
religious terrorism, which we can now barely con- 
ceive. The misery of man, the anger of the Almighty, 
the fearful power and continual presence of Satan, 
the agonies of hell, were the constant subjects of their 
preaching. All the most ghastly forms of human 
suffering were accumulated as faint images of the 
eternal doom of the immense majority of mankind. 
Couhtless miracles were represented as taking place 
within the land, but they were almost all of them 
miracles of terror. Disease, storm, famine, every 
awful calamity that fell upon manldnd, or blasted 
the produce of the soil, was attributed to the direct 
intervention of spirits ; and Satan himself was re- 
presented as constantly appearing in a visible form 
upon the earth. ^ Such teaching produced its natural 

^ I need hardly refer to the Kirk in Buckle’s History — a 
noble description the Scotch description the substantial jus- 
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effects. In a land where crednlity was universal, in 
a land where the intellect was nmnbed and palsied 
by these awM contemplations, where almost every 
form o£ amusement was suppressed, and where the 
thoughts of men were concentrated with an undi- 
vided energy on theological conceptions, such teach- 
ing necessarily created the superstition of witchcraft. 
Witchcraft was but one form of the panic it produced ; 
it was but the reflection by a diseased imagination 
of the popular theology. We accordingly find that 
it assumed the most frightful proportions, and the 
darkest character. In other lands the superstition 
was at least mixed with much of imposture ; in Scot- 
land it appears to have been entirely undiluted.^ It 
was produced by the teaching of the clergy, and it was 
everywhere fostered by their persecution. Eagerly, 
passionately, with a thirst for blood that knew no 
mercy, with a zeal that never tired, did they accom- 
plish their task. Assembled in solemn synod, the 
College of Aberdeen, in 1603, enjoined every minister 
to take two of the elders of his parish to make ‘ a 
snbtle and privy inquisition,’ and to question all the 
parishioners upon oath as to their knowledge of 
witches.^ Boxes were placed in the churches for the 
express purpose of receiving the accusations.^ When 
a woman had fallen under suspicion, the minister 
from the pulpit denounced her by name, exhorted 

tice of which will be questioned that no cases of imposture have 
by no one who is acquainted been detected in Scotch witch- 
with the histoiy of Scotch trials, is noted hy Buckle (vol. 
■witchcraft. On the multitude ii. pp. 189, 190). 
of miracles and apparitions of ® I)alyell, Dar7cer Buj^ersti- 
Satan that were beheved, see Urns of Scotland, p, 624. 
pp. 349-369. ■ 8 Ibid. p. 623. 

* The veiy remarkahle fact. 
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tis parishioners to give evidence against her, and 
prohibited anyone from sheltering her.i In the same 
spirit he exexted. the power which was given him by 
a parochial organisation, elaborated perhaps more 
skilfully than any other in Europe. Under these 
circumstances, the witch-cases seem to have fallen 
almost entirely into the hands of the clergy. They 
were the leading commissioners. Before them the 
confessions were taken. They were the acquiescing 
witnesses, or the directors of the tortures by which 
those confessions were elicited.® 

And when we read the nature of -these tortures, 
which were worthy of an oriental imagination ; when 
we remember that they were inflicted, for the most 
part, on old and feeble and half-doting women, it is 
difi&cult to repress a feeling of the deepest abhor- 
rence for those men who caused and who encouraged 
them. If the witch was obdurate, the first, and it 
was said the most effectual, method of obtaining con- 
fession was by what was termed ‘ waking her.’ An 
iron bridle or hoop was bound across her face with 
four prongs, which were thrust into her mouth. It 
was fastened behind to the wall by a chain, in such a 
manner that the victim was unable to lie down ; and 
in this position she was sometimes kept for several 
days, while men were constantly with her to prevent 
her from closing her eyes for a moment in sleep.® 

^ Dalyell, Darker Su^ersti- taken before presbyteries, or 
Hons of Scotland, p. 624, &c. certain special commissioners, 

® See on this subjectPitcairn’s who usually ranked among their 
Criminal Trials of Scotland, a number the leading clergy of 
vast repository of original do- those districts where their hap- 
cuments on the subject. Pit- less victims resided’ (vol. iii, 
cairn gives numbers of these p. 598). 
confessions. He adds : * The ® One of the most powerful 
confessions were commonly incentives to confession was 

VOL. I, K 
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Partly in order to effect tnis object, and partly to 
discover tlie insensible mark wbicb 'W'as the sure sign 
of a witcb, long pins were tbmst into ber body.i At 
tbe same time, as it was a saying in Scotland tbat a 
witcb. would never confess wbile sbe could drink, ex- 
cessive tbirst was often added to ber tortures.^ Some 
nrisoners bave been waked for five nigbts ; one, it is 
said, even for nine.^ 

Tbe physical and mental suffering of sucb a process 
was suf&cient to overcome tbe resolution of many, 
and to distract tbe understanding of not a few. But 
other and perhaps worse tortures were in reserve. 
Tbe three principal tbat were habitually appbed, 
were tbe pennywinkis, tbe boots, and tbe cascbiel- 
awis. Tbe first was a kind of thumb-screw; tbe 


systematically to deprive tbe 
suspected witch of tbe refresb- 
ment of ber natural sleep. . . . 
Iron collars, or witches’ bridles, 
are still preserved in various 
parts of Scotland wbicb bad 
been used for sncb iniquitous 
purposes. These instruments 
were so constructed tbat, by 
me^ns of a hoop wbicb passed 
over the bead, a piece of iron 
having four points or prongs 
was forcibly thrust into the 
mouth, two of these being di- 
rected to tbe tongue andpalate, 
tbe others pointing outwards to 
each cheek. This infernal ma- 
cliine was secured by a padlock 
At the back of tbe collar was 
fixed a ring by which to attach 
tbe witch to a staple in tbe wall 
of her cell. Thus equipped, 
and night and day waked and 
watched by some skilful person 
appointed by ber inquisitors, 
the unhappy creature, after a 


few days of sucb discipline, 
maddened by tbe mi.sery of ber 
forlorn and helpless state, would 
be rendered fit for confessing 
anything, in order to be rid of 
tbe dregs of her wretched life. 
At intervals fresh examinations 
took place, and these were re- 
peated from time to time until 
her “contumacy,” as it was 
termed, was subdued. Tbe 
clergy and kirk sessions appear 
to have been tbe unwearied in- 
struments of “ purging tbe land 
of witchcraft and to them, m 
the first instance, all the com- 
plaints and, informations were 
madef (Pitcairn, vol. i. part ii. 
p. 50.) 

‘ Balyell, p. 645. The ‘prick- 
ers’ formed a regular profession 
in Scotland, 

- Burt’s Letters from the 
North of Scotland, vol. i. pp. 
227-234. 

® Balyell, p. 646. 
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second was a fi’ame in wMcli the leg was inserted, 
and in which, it was broken by wedges, driven in by 
a hammer ; the third was also an iron frame for the 
leg, which was from time to time heated over a 
brazier.^ Fire-matches were sometimes applied to 
the body of the victim.® We read in a contempo- 
rary legal register, of one man who was kept for 
forty-eight honrs in ‘ vehement tortonr ’ in the cas- 
chielawis ; and of another who remained in the same 
frightful machine for eleven days and eleven nights, 
whose legs were broken daily for fourteen days in 
the boots, and who was so scourged that the whole 
Rkin was tom from his body.® This was, it is true, 
censured* as an extreme case, but it was only an ex- 
cessive apphcation of the common torture. 

How many confessions were extorted, and how 
many victims perished by these means, it is now im- 
possible to say. A vast number of depositions and 
confessions are preserved, but they were only taken 
before a single court, and many others took cogni- 
sance of the crime. We Icnow that in 1662, more 
than 150 persons were accused of witchcraft ; and 
that in the preceding year no less than fourteen 
commissions had been issued for the trials.® After 
these facts, it is scarcely necessary to mention, how 
one traveller casually notices having seen nine women 
burning together at Leith in 1664, or how, in 1678, 
nine others were condemned in a single day.® The 
charges were, indeed, of the most comprehensive 
order, and the wildest fancies of Sprenger and Hider 

^ Pitcairn. the same trial in 1596. 

2 Dalyell, p. 657. * Dalyell, p. 669. 

® Pitcairn, vol. i. part ii. p. ® Pitcairn, vol. iii, p- 597- 

376. The tv'o cases were in ® TalyeU, pp, 6*69, 670. 

X 2 
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•were defended by the Presbyterian divines. ^ In most 
CatboHc countries, it was a grievance of tbe clergy 
tliat tlie civil power refused to execute tliose wbo 
only employed their power in curing disease. In 
Scotland such persons were unscrupulously put to 
death. ^ The witches were commonly strangled be- 
fore they were burnt, but this merciful provision was 
very frequently omitted. An Earl of Mar (who ap- 
pears to have been the only person sensible of the 
inhumanity of the proceedings) tells how, with a 
piercing yeU, some women once broke half-burnt 
from the slow fire that consumed them, struggled 
for a few moments with despairing energy among 
the spectators, but soon with shrieks of blasphemy 
and wild protestations of innocence sank writhing in 
agony amid the flames.^ 

The contemplation of such scenes as these is one 
of the most painful duties that can devolve upon the 

^ Eor a curious instance of one man succeeded in cutting 
this, see that strange book, off the leg of a cat who attacked 
* Tim Secret Commonwealth^ him, that the leg immediately 
published in 1G91, by Robert turned into that of an old wo- 
Kirk, Minister of Aberfoil. He man, and that four ministers 
represents evil spirits in human signed a certificate attesting the 
form as habitually living among fact (vol. i. pp. 271-277). One 
the Highlanders. Succubi, or, of tbe principal Scotch writers 
as the Scotch called them, Lean- on these matters was Sinclair, 
nain Sitb, seem to have been who was Professor of Moral 
especially common ; and Mr. Philosophy at Glasgow. 

Kirk (who identifies them with Wright’s Sorcery ^ vol. i. 
the ^Familiar Spirits^ of Deu- pp. 165, 166. Even to consult 
teronomy) complains very sadly with witches was made capital, 
of the affection of many young ® Pitcairn, vol. iii. p. 598. 
Scotchmen for the ‘ fair ladies Another Earl of Mar had been 
of this aerial order ' (p. 35). himself hied to death for hav- 
Captain Burt relates a long ing, as was alleged, consulted 
discussion he had with a mi- with witches how to shorten 
nister on the subject of old the life of James III. (Scott’s 
women turning themselves into Demonology^ let. ix.) 
cats. The minister said that 
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historiaB, but it is one from wiiicL he must not shrink, 
if he -would form a just estimate of the past. There 
are opinions that may be traced from age to age by 
footsteps of blood ; and the intensity of the suffering 
they caused is a measure of the intensity with which 
they were realised. Scotch witchcraft wns but the 
result of Scotch Puritanism, and it faithfolly reflected 
the character of its parent. It is true that, before 
the Reformation, the people had been grossly ignorant 
and superstitious ; but it is also true, that -witchcraft 
in its darker forms was so rare that no law was made 
on the subject till 1563 ; that the law was not carried 
to its full severity till 1590 ; that the delusion in- 
variably accompanied the religious terrorism which 
the Scotch clergy so zealously maintained ; and that 
those clergy, all over Scotland, applauded and stimu- 
lated the persecution.^ The ascendency they had 
obtained was boundless, and in this respect their 
power was entirely undisputed. One word from them 
might have arrested the tortures, but that word was 
never spoken. Their conduct implies not merely a 
mental aberration, but also a callousness of feeling 
which has rarely been attained in a long career of 
vice. Tet these were men who had often shown, in 
the most trying circumstances, the highest and the 
most heroic virtues. They were men whose courage 

^ Sir Walter Scott seems to had this one bond of union with 
think that the first great out- the ministers ; and, as Sir W, 
burst of persecution began when S. says, ‘during the halcyon 
James VI. went to Denmark to period of union between kirk 
fetch his hride. Before his de- and king, their hearty agree- 
parture he exhorted the clergy ment on the subject of witch- 
to assist the magistrates, which craft failed not to heat the fires 
they did, and most especially against all persons suspected of 
in matters of witchcraft. The such iniquity.* {D&monologv, 
king was himself perfectly in- Letter ix.) See also Lintons 
fatuated with the subject, and Witch Stories, p. 5, 
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had neyer flinched when persecution was raging 
around ; men who had never' paltered with their con- 
sciences to attain the favours of a king ; men whose 
self-devotion and zeal in their sacred callmg had 
seldom heen surpassed ; men who, in all the private 
relations of life, were doubtless amiable and affection- 
ate. It is not on them that our blame should fall ; it 
is on the system that made them what they were. 
They were but illustrations of the great truth, that 
when men have come to regard a certain class of 
their fellow-creatures as doomed by the Almighty to 
eternal and excruciating agonies, and when their 
theology directs their minds with intense and realis- 
ing earnestness to the contemplation of such agonies, 
the result will be an indifference to the suffering of 
those whom they deem the enemies of their G-od, as 
absolute as it is perhaps possible for human nature to 
attain. 

In Scotland the character of theology was even 
more hard and unpitying than in other countries 
where Puritanism existed, on account of a special 
circumstance which in some respects reflects great 
credit on its teachers. The Scotch Ehrk was the 
result of a democratic movement, and for some time, 
almost alone in Europe, it was the unflinching cham- 
pion of political liberty. It was a Scotchman, 
Buchanan, who first brought hberal principles into 
clear relief. It was the Scotch clergy who upheld 
them with a courage that can hardly be overrated. 
Their circumstances made them Hberals, and they 
naturally sought to clothe their liberalism in a theo- 
logical garb. They soon discovered precedents for 
their rebellions in the history of the Judges and 
Captains of the Jews ; and accordingly the union of 
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an intense theological and an intense liberal feeling 
made them revert to the scenes of the Old Testa- 
ment, to the sufferings and also the conquests of 
the Jews, with a peculiar affection. Their whole 
theology took an Old Testament cast. Their modes 
of thought, their yeiy phraseology, were derived 
from that source ; and the constant contemplation of 
the massacres of Canaan, and of the provisions of the 
Levitical code, produced its natural effect upon their 
minds. ^ 

It is scarcely possible to write a history of the 
decline of witchcraft in Scotland, for the change of 
opinions was almost entirely unmarked by incidents 
on which we can dwell, At one period we find 
everyone predisposed to believe in witches. At a 
later iDeriod we find that this predisposition has 
silently passed away.*-^ Two things only can, I think, 
he asserted on the subject with confidence — that the 
sceptical movement advanced much more slowly in 
Scotland than in England, and that the ministers 
were among the latest to yield to it. Until the close 
of the seventeenth century, the trials were suf- 
ficiently common, but after this time they became 
rare. It is generally said that the last execution was 
in 1722 ; but Captain Burt, who visited the country 
in 1730, speaks of a woman who was burnt as late 
as 1727.® The same very keen observer was greatly 

' It is rather remarkable that racter of the decline of Scotch 
Bodin had also formed Ms the- 'witchcraft has been noticed by 
ology almost exclusively from DugaldStewart.Dww^.p. 508. 
the Old Testament, his rever- ® Burt’s Letters from the 
ence for -which was so great l^orth of Scotland, vol. i. pp. 
that some (Orotius and Hallam 227-234 and 271-277. I sus- 
among others) have questioned peet Burt has misdated the exe- 
whether he believed the New. cution that took place in 1722, 

^ The silent unreasoning oha- placing it in 1727. 
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struck by tbe extent to ’wbicli tbe belief still con- 
tinued in Scotland, at a time when it was quite 
abandoned by the educated classes in England ; and 
he found its most ardent supporters among the Pres- 
byterian ministers. As late as 1736, ‘ the divines of 
the Associated Presbytery ’ passed a resolution de- 
claring their belief in witchcraft, and deploring the 
scepticism that was general.^ 

I have now completed my review of the history of 
witchcraft, in its relation to the theologies of Pome, 
of England, and of Geneva. I have shown that the 
causes of the changes it presents must be sought, 
not within any narrow circle of special doctrines, 
but in the general intellectual and religious con- 
dition of the time. I have shown, in other words, 
that witchcraft resulted, not from isolated circum- 
stances, but from modes of thought; that it grew 
out of a certain intellectual temperature acting on 
certain theological tenets, and reflected with almost 
startling vividness each great intellectual change. 
Arising amid the ignorance of an early civilisation^ 
it was quickened into an intenser life by a theolo- 
gical struggle which allied terrorism with credulity, 
and it declined under the influence of that great 
rationalistic movement which, since the seventeenth 
century, has been on all sides encroaching on theo- 
logy. I have dwelt upon the decadence of the 
superstition at considerable length; for it was at 
once one of the earliest and one of the most im- 
portant conquests of the spirit of Pationalism. 
There are very few examples of a change of behef 
that was so strictly normal, so little accelerated by 
sectarian passions or individual genius, and there- 
* Buxton, Hist, qf Scotland^ vol. ii. p. 33^t. 
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fore so ^Yell suited to illustrate tlie laws of intellec- 
tual development. Besides tHs, the fact that the 
belief when realised was always followed by persecu- 
tion, enables us to trace its successive stages with 
more than common accuracy, while the period that 
has elapsed since its destruction has, in a great 
measure, removed the subject from the turbid atmo- 
sphere of controversy. 

It is impossible to leave the history of witchcraft 
without reflecting how vast an amount of suffering 
has, in at least this respect, been removed by the 
progress of a rationalistic civilisation. I know that 
when we remember the frightful calamities that have 
from time to time flowed from theological divisions ; 
when we consider the countless martyrs who have 
perished in the dungeon or at the stake, the millions 
who have fallen in the religious wars, the elements 
of almost undying dissension that have been planted 
in so many noble nations and have paralysed so 
many glorious enterprises, the fate of a few thousand 
innocent persons who were burnt alive seems to sink 
into comparative insignificance. Tet it is probable 
that no class of victims endured sufferings so un- 
alloyed and so intense. iCIot for them the wild 
fanaticism that nerves the soul against danger, and 
almost steels the body against torments. Not for 
them the assurance of a glorious eternity, that has 
made the martyr look with exultation on the rising 
flame as on the Elijah’s chariot that is to bear his 
soul to heaven. Not for them the solace of lament 
ing friends, or the consciousness that their memories 
W'ould be cherished and honoured by posterity. They 
died alone, hated and unpitied. They were deemed 
by all mankind the worst of criminals. Their very 
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kinsmen shrank from them as tainted and accursed. 
The superstitions they had imbibed in childhood, 
blending with the illusions of age, and with the 
horrors of their position, persuaded them in many 
cases that they were indeed the bondslaves of Satan, 
and were about to exchange their torments upon 
earth for an agony that was as excruciating, and was 
eternal. And, besides all this, we have to consider 
the terrors which the behef must have spread through 
the people at large ; we have to picture the anguish 
of the mother, as she imagined that it was in the 
power of one whom she had offended, to blast in a 
moment every object of her affection : we have to 
conceive, above all, the awful shadow that the dread 
of accusation must have thrown on the enfeebled 
faculties of age, and the bitterness it must have 
added to desertion and to solitude. All these suffer- 
ings were the result of a single superstition, which 
the spirit of nationalism has destroyed. 
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ON THE DECLINING SENSE OF THE MIItACU LOUS. 


THE MIEACLES OP THE OHUECH. 

The same liaHts of mind wliicli induced men at first 
to recoil from tlie belief in witcbcrafb witb. an in- 
stinctive and involnntaiy repugnance as intrinsically 
incredible, and afterwards openly to repudiate it, 
have operated in a very similar manner, and with 
very similar effects, upon tbe belief in modern mira- 
cles. Tbe triumph, however, has not been in this 
case so complete, for the Church of Rome still main- 
tains the continuance of miraculous powers ; nor has 
the decay been so strictly normal, for the fact that 
most of the Roman Catholic miracles are associated 
with distinctively Roman Catholic doctrines has in- 
troduced much miscellaneous controversy into the 
question. But, notwithstanding these considera- 
tions, the general outlines of the movement are 
clearly visible, and they are well deserving of a brief 
notice. 

If we would realise the modes of. thought on this 
subject prior to the Reformation, we must quite dis- 
miss from our minds the ordinary Protestant notion 
that miracles were very rare and exceptional phe^ 
nomena, the primary object of which was always to 
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accredit tlie teacher of some divine truth that could 
not othervdse he established. In the writings of the 
Fathers, and especially of those of the fourth and fifth 
centuries, we find them not only spoken of as exist- 
ing in profusion, but as being directed to the most 
various ends. They were a kind of celestial charity, 
alleviating the sorrows, healing the diseases, and 
supplying the wants of the faithful. They were 
frequent incitements to piety, stimulating the devo- 
tions of the languid, and rewarding the patience of 
the fervent. They were the signs of great and 
saintly virtue, securing universal respect for those 
who had attained a high degree of sanctity, or assist- 
ing them in the performance of their more austere 
devotions. Thus, one saint having retired into the 
desert to lead a life of mortification, the birds daily 
brought him a supply of food, which was just 
sufficient for his wants ; and when a kindred spirit 
visited him in his retirement, they doubled the sup- 
ply; and when he died, two lions issued from the 
desert to dig his grave, uttered a long howl of 
mourning over his body, and knelt down to beg a 
blessing from the survivor.^ Thus, another saint, 
who was of opinion that a monk should never see 
himself naked, stood one day in despair upon the 
hanks of a bridgeless stream, when an angel de- 
scended to assist him, and transported him in safety 
across the dreaded element.^ Besides this, the 
power of magic was, as we have seen, fully recog- 
nised, both by Christians and Pagans, and each 

^ Paul the Hermit. See his the first of the hermits. 

Life by St. Jerome. The visi- - Ammon (Socrates, lih. iv. e. 
tor of Paul was St. Antony, 23). 
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admitted the reality of the miracles of the other, 
though ascrihiug them to the agency of demons.^ 

If we pass from the Fathers into the middle ages, 
we find ourselves in an atmosphere that was dense 
and charged with the supernatural. The demand for 
miracles was almost boundless, and the supply was 
equal to the demand. Men of extraordinary sanctity 
seemed naturally and habitually to obtain the power 
of performing them, and their lives are crowded with 
their achievements, which were attested by the high- 
est sanction of the Church. ISTothing could be more 
common than for a holy man to be lifted up from the 
floor in the midst of his devotions, or to be visited by 
the Virgin or by an angel. There was scarcely a 
town that could not show some relic that had cured 
the sick, or some image that had opened and shut its 
, eyes, or bowed its head to an earnest worshipper. It 
was somewhat more extraordinary, but not in the 
least incredible, that the fish should have thronged 
to the shore to hear St. Antony preach, or that it 
should be necessary to cut the hair of the crucifix at 
Burgos once a month, or that the Virgin of the 
Pillar, at Saragossa, should, at the prayer of one of 
her worshippers, have I’estored a leg that had been 
amputated. 2 Men who were afflicted with apparently 
hopeless disease, started in a moment into perfect 
health when brought into contact with a relic of 

^ See some admirable re- miracle in the cathedral of 
marks on this subject in Maury, Saragossa, opposite the image. 
Leg&ides Pieuses^ pp. 240-244 ; It is one about which a vast 
also Parmer, On Demoniacs, amount has been written, and 
Middleton, tVee Enqidry, pp. which the Spanish theologians 
85-87. Bingham, Antiquities are said to regard as peculiarly 
of the Christian Churchy book well established. Hume has 
iii. c. 4. noticed it in hie Essay on 

* There is a picture of the Miracles. 
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Clorist or of tlie Yirgin. Tiie virtue of sucli relics ra^ 
diated in "blessings all around them. Glorious visions 
heralded their discovery, and angels have transported 
them through the air. If a missionary v^ent abroad 
among the heathen, supernatural signs confounded 
his opponents, and made the powers of darkness fly 
before his steps. If a Christian prince unsheathed 
his sword in an ecclesiastical cause, apostles had been 
known to combat with his army, and avenging mira- 
cles to scatter his enemies. If an unjust suspicion 
attached to an innocent man, he had immediately 
recourse to an ordeal which cleared his character 
and condemned his accusers. All this was going on 
habitually in every part of Europe without exciting 
the smallest astonishment or scepticism. Those who 
know how thoroughly the supernatural element per- 
vades the old lives of the saints, may form some 
notion of the multitude of miracles that were related 
and generally believed from the fact that M. Guizot 
has estimated the number of these lives, accumulated 
in the Bollandist Collection, at about 25,000.^ Yet 
this was but one department of miracles. It does not 
include the thousands of miraculous images and 
pictures that were operating throughout Christendom, 
and the countless apparitions and miscellaneous pro- 

^ Hist, de Civilisation, Le 9 on to the caleadar. Fifty-five large 
XVn. The Bollandist GoUec- folio volumes have been pub- 
tion was begun at Antwerp by lished, but they only extend to 
a Jesuit named BoUaUd, in the end of October. See a very 
1643, was stopped for a time beautiful essay on the subject 
by the French Revolution, but by Renan, J&tudes Beligimses. 
renewed -under the patronage H. Renan says : * II me semble 
of the Belgian Chambers. It que pour un vrai philosophe un 
was intended to contain a com- prison cellulaire avec ees cin- 
plete collection of all the origi- quante cinq volumes in-folio, 
nal documents on the subject, serait un vrai paradis.’ 

The saints are placed according 
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digies that -were taking place in every country, and 
on all occasions. Whenever a saint was canonised, it 
was necessary to prove that he had worked miracles ; 
hut except on those occasions miraculons accounts 
seem never to have been questioned. The most 
educated, as well as the most ignorant, habitually re- 
sorted to the supernatural as the simplest explana- 
tion of every difficulty. 

All this has now passed away. It has passed away 
not only in lands where Protestantism is triumphant, 
but also in those where the Roman Catholic faith is 
still acknowledged, and where the mediseval saints 
are still venerated. St. Januarius, it is true, con- 
tiaues to liquefy at l^aples, and the pastorals of 
Prench bishops occasionally relate apparitions of the 
Virgin among very ignorant and superstitious pea- 
sants ; but the implicit, undiscriminating acquiescence 
with which such narratives were once received, has 
long since been replaced by a derisive incredulify. 
Those who know the tone that is habitually adopted 
on these subjects by the educated in Roman Cathohc 
countries will admit that, so far from being a subject 
for triumphant exultation, the very few modem 
miracles which are related are everywhere regarded 
as a scandal, a stumbling'-block, and a difficulty. 
Most educated persons speak of them with undis- 
guised scorn and incredulity ; some attempt to evade 
or explain them away by a natural hypothesis; a 
very few faintly and apologetically defend them. Nor 
can it be said that what is manifested is merely a 
desire for a more minute and accurate examination 
of the evidence by which they are supported. On 
the contrary, it will, I think, be admitted that these 
alleged miracles are commonly rejected with an as- 
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surance -that is as peremptory and imreasoning as 
that with which they would have heen once received. 
Nothing can he more rare than a seiions examination, 
by those who disbelieve them, of the testimony on 
which they rest. They are repudiated, not because 
they are unsupported, but because they are miracu- 
lous. Men are prepared to admit almost any con- 
ceivable concurrence of natural improbabilities rather 
than resort to the hypothesis of supernatural inter- 
ference, and this spirit is exhibited not merely by 
open sceptics, but by men who are sincere though 
perhaps not very fervent behevers in their Church. 
It is the prevailing characteristic of that vast body 
of educated persons, whose lives are chiefly spent in 
secular pursuits, and who, while they receive with 
onenquiring faith the great doctrines of Catholicism, 
and duly perform its leading duties, derive their 
mental tone and colouring from the general spirit of 
their age. If you speak to them on the subject, they 
will reply with a shrug and with a smile ; they will 
tell you that it is indeed melancholy that such nar- 
ratives should be narrated in the middle of the 
nineteenth century ; they will treat them as palpable 
anachronisms, as obviously and intrmsically incre- 
dible ; but they will add that it is not necessary for 
all Roman Catholics to believe them, and that it is 
unfair to judge the enlightened members of the 
Church by the measure of the superstitions of the 
ignorant. 

That this is the general tone adopted by the great 
majority of educated Roman Catholics, both in their 
writings and in their conversation, will scarcely be a 
matter of dispute. It is also very manifest that it is 
the direct product and measure of civilisation. The 
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districts where an account of a modern miracle is 
received with least derision, are precisely those which 
are most torpid and most isolated. The classes 
whose habits of thought are least shocked by such 
an account, are those which are least educated and 
least influenced by the broad current of civilisation. 
If we put aside the clergy and those who are most 
immediately under their influence, we find that this 
habit of mind is the invariable concomitant of educa- 
tion, and is the especial characteristic of those persons 
whose intellectual sympathies are most extended,^ 
and who therefore represent most faithfully the 
various intellectual influences of their time. If you 
connect a nation which has long been insulated and 
superstitious with the general movement of European 
civilisation by means of railways, or a free press, or 
the removal of protecting laws, you will most in^ 
falHbly inoculate it with this spirit. 

It is fiirther evident that this habit of thought is 
not a merely ephemeral movement, produced by some 
exceptional event, or by somo transient Hterary 
fashion peculiar to our own century. All history 
shows that, in exact proportion to the intellectual 
progress of nations, the accounts of miracles taking 
place among them become rarer and rarer, until at 
last they entirely cease. ^ In this fact we have a clear 
indication of the decline of the old habits of thought ; 

^ This has been noticed in when natural knowledge pre- 
an extremely ingenious fashion vailed : for He knew there was 
by Bishop Spratt : — * God never not so much need to^ make use 
yet left Himself without a wit- of extraordinary signs when 
ness in the world ; and it is oh- men were diligent in the works 
servable that He has commonly of His hands and attentive to 
chosen the dark and ignorant the impressions of His footsteps 
ages wherein to work miracles, in His creatures.' 
but seldom or never the times Boyal Society ^ p. 860 .) 

VOL. I. L 
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for those who regard these miracles as real, ascribe 
their disappearance to the progress of incredulity, 
while those who disbelieve them maintain that they 
were the results of a particular direction given to the 
imagination, and of a particular form of imposition 
created and suggested by the mediasval habits of 
thought. In other words, the old spirit, according 
to one class, is the condition, and, according to the 
other class, the cause of the miracles ; and^ therefore, 
the cessation of miraculous narratives, when unac- 
companied by an avowed change of creed, implies 
the decay of that spirit. 

If these propositions be true — and I scarcely think 
that any candid person who seriously examines the 
subject can question them — they lead nresistibly to a 
very important general conclusion. They show that 
the repugnance of men to believe ijiiraculous narra- 
tives is in direct proportion to the progress of civili- 
sation and the diffusion of knowledge. It is not 
simply that science explains some things which were 
formerly deemed snpematnral, such as comets or 
eclipses. We find the same increduhty manifested 
in Boman Catholic countries towards alleged miracles 
by saints, or relics, or images, on which science can 
throw no direct light, and which contain no element 
of impr oh ability, except that they are miracnlons. 
It is not simply that civilisation strengthens Protest- 
antism at the expense of the Church of Borne. We 
find this spirit displayed by Bomau Catholics them- 
selves, though the uniform tendency of their theology 
is to destroy all notion of the antecedent improbability 
of modem miracles ; and though the fact that these 
miracles are only alleged in their own church should 
invest them with a peculiar attraction. It is not 
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even tliat there is an increasing repugnance to an 
unscrutinising and blindfold faith. Alleged miracles 
are rejected with immediate unreasoning incredulity 
by the members of a church which has done every- 
thing in its power to prepare the mind for their 
reception. The plain fact is, that the progress of 
* civilisation produces invariably a certain tone and 
habit of thought, which makes men recoil from 
miraculous narratives with an instinctive and imme- 
diate repugnance, as though they were essentially 
incredible, independently of any definite arguments, 
and in spite of dogmatic teaching. Whether this 
habit of mind is good or evil, I do not now discuss ; 
that it exists wherever civilisation advances, is, I 
conceive, incontestable. 

We may observe, however, that it acts with much 
greater force against contemporary than against his- 
torical miracles. Roman Catholics who will reject 
with immediate lidicule an account of a miracle taking 
place in their own day, will speak with considei'able 
respect of a precisely similar miracle that is attributed 
to a mediasval saint. Nor is it at all difficult to 
discover the reason of this distinction. Events that 
took place in a distant past are not realised with the 
same intense vividness as those which take place 
among ourselves. They do not press upon us with 
the same keen reality, and are not judged by the same 
measure; They come down to us invested with a 
legendary garb, obscured by the haze of years, and 
surrounded by circumstances that are so unlike our 
own that they refract the imagination, and cloud and 
distort its pictures. Besides this, many of these 
narratives are entwined with the earliest associations 
of the Roman Catholic child ; the behef in them is 
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infased into Hs yet undeveloped mind, and ttey are 
tlius at no period bronglit in contact with a matured 
and unbiassed judgment. We find, tberefore, tbat 
although these general habits of thought do, un- 
doubtedly, exercise a retrospective influence, that is 
not their flrst or their most powerful efiect. 

In Protestant countries there has not been as com- 
plete a change as that which we have been consider- 
ing, for Protestantism was only called into existence 
when the old habits of thought had greatly declined. 
The Reformation was created and pervaded by the 
modern spirit ; and its leaders were compelled, by 
the exigencies of their position, to repudiate the 
miraculous accounts of their time. They could not 
with any consistency admit that the Almighty had 
selected as the peculiar channels of His grace, and 
had glorified by countless miracles, devotions which 
they stigmatised as blasphemous, idolatrous, and 
superstitious. We find, accordingly, that from the 
very beginning, Protestantism looked upon modern 
miracles (except those which were comprised under 
the head of witchcraft) with an aversion and distrust 
that contrast remarkably with the unhesitating cre- 
dulity of its opponents. The history of its sects 
exHbits, indeed, some alleged miracles, which were, 
apparently, the result of ignorance or enthusiasm, 
and a very few which were obvious impositions. 
Such, for example, was the famous voice from the 
wall in the reign of Queen Mary, which proclaimed 
the mass to be idolatrous, just as the crucifix in 
Christ Church, at Dublin, shed tears of blood in the 
following reign, because the Protestant service was 
introduced into Ireland. On the whole, however, 
the new faith proved remarkably free from these 
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forms of deception; and its leaders generally con- 
curred in tlie belief, tbat miracles liad ceased when 
Christianity had gained a definite ascendency in the 
world. The Patristic writings are full of miraculous 
accounts ; and most of th.e reformers, and especially 
those in England, treated Patristic authority with 
great respect ; so that the line of demarcation between 
the miraculous and the non-miraculous age, was 
generally drawn at about the period when the most 
eminent of the Pathers passed away. As this was 
not very long after Christianity had obtained a com- 
plete command of the civil power, many plausible 
arguments could be urged in support of the view, 
which appears, in England at least, to have been 
universal. 

When Locke was writing Hs famous Letters on 
Toleration, he was led to a consideration of the 
Patristic miracles by an argument which seems then 
to have been deemed very forcible, but which, as it 
belongs to a different ‘ climate of opinion ’ from our 
own, would now be regarded as both futile and ir- 
reverent. It was absolutely necessary, it was con- 
tended, under ordinary circumstances, for the weU- 
being of Christianity, that it should be supported by 
persecution ; that is to say, that the civil power should 
suppress its opponents. WTien Christianity was still 
unrecognised by government, it existed in an abnormal 
condition ; the laws of nature were suspended in its 
favour, and continual miracles ensured its triumph. 
When, however, the conversion of Constantine placed 
the civil power at its disposal, the era of the super- 
natural was closed. The power of persecuting was 
obtained ; and, therefore, the power of working miracles 
was withdrawn. The alliance between Church and 
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State being instituted, Cbristianity bad arrived at its 
normal and final position, and exceptional assistance 
bad become unnecessary.^ Tbis argument, tbe work 
of tbe theologians of O^ord, was not likely to stagger 
Locke ; but tbe bistorical question wbicb it opened 
was well calculated to arrest that keen and fearless 
intellect, so little accustomed to bow before unsup- 
ported authority, and at the very time engaged in 
tbe defence of toleration against the entire weight 
of ecclesiastical tradition. He appears to have con- 
sulted Sir Isaac Hewton; for, in one of Hewton’s 
letters, we find a somewhat hesitating passage upon 
tbe subject: ‘Miracles,’ Hewton wrote, ‘of good 
credit continued in tbe Oburcb for about two or three 
hundred years. Gregorius Thaumaturgus had his 
name from thence, and was one of tbe latest who was 
eminent for that gift ; but of their number and fre- 
quency I am not able to give you a just account. 
Tbe bistory of those ages is very imperfect.’ ^ Locke 
does not appear to bave adopted this view. In reply 
to tbe Oxford argument, be wrote a very remarkable 
passage, which did not, apparently, attract at the time 
the attention it deserved, but which, long afterwards, 
obtained an extremely conspicuous place in the dis- 
cussion. ‘ Tbis, I think,’ be said, ‘ is evident, that 

^ This argpiment, in a modified tise by a translation in the fifth 
form, has been reproduced by volume of Henrion, Ristoire 
Muzarelli (a Homan theologian de VEglise. 
of some note), in his Treatise ^ Brewster’s Life of Newton, 
on the Inguisition. He cites the p. 275. There is nnother letter 
destruction of Ananias and Sap- from Newton to Locke on the 
phira, and of Simon Magus, subject, m King’s 
This class of miracles, he says, vol. i. p. 415 ; but it is little 
has ceased ; and the Inquisition more than a catalogue of autho- 
is, in consequence, required. I rities. 
know this very remarkable trea- 
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he who will build his faith or reasonings upon miracles 
delivered by Church historians, will find cause to go 
no further than the Apostles’ time, or else not to stop 
at Constantine’s, since the writers after that period, 
whose word we readily take as unquestionable in 
other things, speak of miracles in their time, with no 
less assurance than the Fathers before the fourth 
century ; and a great part of the miracles of the 
second and third centuries stand upon the credit of 
the writers of the fourth.’ ^ 

After this time, the subject of the miracles of the 
Fathers seems to have slept until pubHo attention was 
called to it by the well-known work of Middleton. 
That the ‘ Free Inquiry ’ was a book of extraordinary 
merit — that it displayed great eloquence, great bold- 
ness, and great controversial dexterity, and met with 
no opposition at all equal to its abilities, will scarcely 
be denied. But, in order ^to appreciate its success, 
we should consider, besides these things, the general 
character of the age in which it appeared. During 
the half century that elapsed between Locke and 
Middleton, many infiuences that it would be tedious 
to examine, but to which Locke himself by his philo- 
sophy most largely contributed, had profoundly modi- 
fied the theology of England. The charm and fasci- 
nation which the early Fathers exercised upon the 
divines of the previous century had quite passed away. 
The Patristic works fell rapidly into neglect, and the 
very few who continued to study them were but little 
imbued with their spirit. Nothing, indeed, could be 
more unlike the tone of the Fathers than the cold, 
passionless, and prudential theology of the eighteenth 
century, a theology which regarded Christianity as 
1 Third letter on Toleration^ p. 269, 
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an admirable auxiliary to.tbe police force, and a 
principle of decorum and of cobesion in society, but 
wbicli carefully banished from it all enthusiasm, veiled 
or attenuated all its mysteries, and virtually reduced 
it to an authoritative system of moral philosophy. 
There never had been a time when divines had such a 
keen dread of anything that appeared absurd or gro- 
tesq[ue. The spirit that, in the previous century, had 
destroyed the belief in witchcraft, passed in its full 
intensity into their works. Common sense was the 
dominating characteristic of all they wrote . Generous 
sentiments, disinterested virtue, reverential faith, sub- 
lime speculations, had passed away.' Every preacher 
was employed in showing that Christianity was in all 
respects perfectly in accordance with human reason, 
in eliminating or obscuring whatever could shock the 
feelings or offend the judgment, in representing reli- 
gion as intended to refine and harmonise society, to 
embellish aU the relatiofis of life, to give a higher 
sanction to the dictates of human prudence, and to 
extend the horizon of that prudence beyond the grave. 
As a consequence of this state of mind, there was an 
increasing indisposition to accept miracles like those 
of the Fathers, which were not included in the evi- 
dences of Christianity, and a decreasing reverence for 
the writers on whose testimony they rest. 

It was in the midst of this movement of thought, 
that Middleton published his great attack upon the 
Patristic miracles, and brought into clear rehef both 
the difS-culties and the importance of the subject. 
The writings of the Fathers contain numerous accounts 
of miracles which they alleged to have taken place in 
their own day and under their own notice, and which 
are of such a nature, and are related in such a 
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manner, tliat it seems scarcely possible to avoid tbe 
conclusion that they bad really taken place, or else 
tbat tbe Fathers deliberately palmed them off upon 
tbe credulity of their readers. Tbe works of tbe 
first century tbat bave come down to us are extremely 
scanty, and consist almost entirely of short epistles 
written without any historical or controversial pur- 
pose, for the encouragement or edification of be- 
bevers ; but, even in this century, tbe martyrdom of 
St. Polycarp suppHea an account wbicb is clearly 
miraculous. Justin Martyr, who wrote very early 
in tbe second century, and it is said not more than 
fifty years after the death of St. John, distinctly 
asserts tbe continuance of miracles in bis time, and 
. from this date the evidence is ample and unbroken. 
Tbe Protestant theory is, tbat miracles became 
gradually fewer and fewer, till they at last entirely 
disappeared. The historical , fact is, tbat generation 
after generation, tbe miraculous accounts became more 
numerous, more universal, and more extraordinary. 
*As far as the Church historians can illustrate or 
throw bght upon anything, there is not a single point 
in all history so constantly, explicitly, and unani- 
mously affirmed by them all, as the continual succes- 
sion of those powers through all ages, from the 
earbest Father who first mentions them down to tbe 
time of tbe Eeformation.’ ^ If, tlien, we gave even 
a general credence to tbe historical evidence upon 
tbe subject, we should be carried down, withonu 
pause or chasm, into the depths of tbe middle ages j 
and we should be compelled to admit tbat what Pro- 
testants regard as tbe worst superstitions of tbe 
Church of Eome, were for centuries tbe habitual and 
^ Preface to the Free 
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special channels of siipernatiiral favour. If again, in 
defiance of aU the ordinary rules of historical criti- 
cism, we believed the assertions of the writers of the 
fourth century, but refused to credit the equally 
positive testimony of the writers of the ninth cen- 
tury, we should still be met by the same difficulty, 
though in a modified form. It may be contended, 
that the fathers of the fourth century were not 
Roman Catholics; but it is quite certain that they 
were not, in the ordinary sense of the word, Pro- 
testants. It is quite certain that there existed among 
them many practices, forms of devotion, and doctrinal 
tendencies, which may not have been actually Roman 
Catholic, but which, at least, hung upon the extreme 
verge of Catholicism which inevitably gravitated to 
it, and which were the germs and the embryos of 
mediaeval theology. Now, it is precisely in con- 
nection with this department of their theology that 
the miraculous accounts are most numerous. 

Such was the great difficulty of the question, re- 
garded from the Protestant point of view. Middleton 
met it by an attack upon the veracity of the Fathers, 
which was so eloquent, so uncompromising, and so 
admirably directed, that aU England soon rang with 
the controversy. He contended that the religious 
leaders of the fourth century had admitted, eulogised, 
and habitually acted upon principles that were dia- 
metrically opposed not simply to the aspirations of 
a transcendent sanctity, but to the dictates of the 
most common honesty. He showed that they had 
applauded falsehood, that they had practised the 
most wholesale forgery, that they had habitually and 
grossly falsified history, that they had adopted to the 
fullest extent the system of pious frauds, and that 
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they continually employed them to stimulate the 
devotion of the people. These were the charges 
which he brought against men, around whose brows 
the saintly aureole had sparkled for centuries with an 
unfading splendour ; against those great Fathers who 
had formed the theological systems of Europe ; who 
had been the arbitrators of so many controversies, 
and the objects of the homage of so many creeds. 
The evidence he adduced was pointed directly at the 
writers of the fourth century; but he carried his 
argument back to a still earlier period. ‘ When we 
reflect,’ he says, ‘ on that surprising confidence and 
security with which the principal Fathers of this 
fourth century have affirmed as true what they them- 
selves had either forged, or what they knew at least 
to be forged, it is natural to Suspect that so bold a 
defiance of sacred truth could not be acquired or 
become general at once, but must have been carried 
gi'adually to that height by custom and the example of 
former times, and a long experience of what the cre- 
dulity and superstition of the multitude would bear. 

It is manifest that an attack of this kind opened 
out questions of the gravest and widest character. 
It shook the estimate of the Fathers which had been 
general, not only in the Church of Rome, but in a 
great degree among the ablest of the Reformers, In 
the Church of England especially, the Patristic autho- 
rity had been virtually regarded as almost equal in 
authority to that of the inspired writers. The first 
great theological work of the English Reformation 
was ^ The Apology,’ in which Jewel justified the 
Reformers, by pointing out the deviations of the 
Church of Rome from the Patristic sentiments. It 
^ Introductory Chapter. 
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liad ever been -the pride of tbe great divines of tlie 
seventeenth century that they were the most profound 
students of the Patristic writings, the most faithful 
representatives of their spirit, and the most loyal 
respecters of their authority. The unsupported asser- 
tion of a Father had always been regarded as a most 
weighty, if not a decisive, argument in controversy. 
But surely this tone was idle and worse than idle, 
if the estimate of Mddleton was correct. If the 
Fathers were in truth men of the most unbounded 
credulity and of the laxest veracity ; if the sense of 
the importance of dogmas had, in their minds, com- 
pletely superseded the sense of rectitude, it was 
absurd to invest them with this extraordinary vene- 
ration, They might still be reverenced as men of 
undoubted sincerity, and of the noblest heroism. 
They might still be cited as witnesses to the belief of 
their time, and as representing the tendencies of its 
intellect ; but their pre-eminent authority had passed 
away. But beyond all this, there were other and, 
perhaps, graver questions suggested. Under what 
circumstances was it permitted to reject the unani- 
mous and explicit testimony of all ecclesiastical 
historians ? What was the measure of their credulity 
and of their veracity ? What again was the degree 
of the antecedent improbability of miracles, the 
criteria separating the true from the false, and the 
amount of testimony required to substantiate them ? 

These were the great questions which were evoked 
in 1748, by this Doctor of Divinity, and they were 
sufficient for many years to attract the attention of 
the ablest enquirers in England. Among the laity 
the work of Middleton seems to have met with 
great acceptance. Among the clergy, its impetuous, 
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inLCompromising, and sceptical tone, natnally excited 
mncli alarm, and the University of Oxford signalised 
itself in the opposition ; bnt it is a remarkable sign 
of the times that the fathers found no abler defenders 
than Church and Dodwell. Gibbon, who was then a 
very young man, and already entangled in the argu- 
ments of Bossuet, lost his remaining faith in Protest- 
antism during the discussion. He could not, he said, 
bring himself at that time to adopt the conclusions of 
Middleton, and he could not resist the evidence that 
miracles of good credit had continued in the Church 
after the leading doctrines of Catholicism had been 
introduced. He accordingly embraced those doctrines, 
and left the University without taking his degree. 
Hume investigated the subject from a philosophical 
point of view ; he endeavoured to frame a general 
doctrine, determining the relation between miracu- 
lous narratives and historical testimony, the compara- 
tive improbability of the reality of miracles and of the 
unveracity of historians ; and the result was his Essay 
on Miracles.^ Farmer, reproducing an old notion of 

* Hume’s Essa^ ms avow- harder,’ he says, ‘ to believe 
edly an application (right or that Grod should alter or put 
wrong) of Tillotson’s famous out of its ordinary course some 
argument against transubstan- phenomenon of the great world 
tiation. It is not so generally for once, and make things act 
known that his method of rea- contrary to their ordinary rule 
soning had been also antici- pxirposely, that the mind of 
pated by Locke, who in a very men might do so always after, 
remarkable passage in his Com- than that this is some fallacy 
mon-place Book, contends that or natural effect of which he 
men should not believe any pro- knows not the cause, let it look 
position that is contrary to rea- ever so strange ’ (King, Idfe cj' 
son, on the authority either of hQclce^ yol. i. pp. 230, 231). See, 
inspiration or of miracle, for too, the chapter on Eeason and 
the reality of the inspiration or Faith, in the E$say on iM Mu- 
of the miracle can only be es- man 
tablished by reason. ‘It is 
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Lightfoot, Webster, and Semler, and anticipating in 
this respect the current of German rationalism, 
attempted to explain the diabolical possessions of 
Sciiptnre by the ordinary phenomena of epilepsy.^ 
Warbnrton and Douglas, with probably most of the 
ablest of the clergy, abandoning the Patristic miracles, 
proceeded to establish the peculiar character and 
evidence of the miracles recorded by the Evangelists ; 
and the general adoption of this tone may be said to 
have ushered in a new phase in the history of 
miracles. 

It has been often remarked as a singular fact, that 
almost every great step which has been made by the 
English intellect, in connection with theology, has 
been made in spite of the earnest and persistent 
opposition of the University of Oxford. The attitude 
which that University preserved during the Middle- 
tonian controversy was precisely the same as that 
which it had exhibited towards the two great ques- 
tions of the previous century. The advocates of the 
theory of civil liberty, in opposition to the theory of 
passive obedience, and the advocates of toleration as 
opposed to persecution, had found at Oxford their 
most unflinching and their most able adversaries. In 
our own century, when the secularisation of politics 
was forced upon the public mind by the discussions 
on the Test Act and on Catholic Emancipation, and 
when it had become evident to all attentive observers 
that this question was destined to be the battle-field 
of the contest between the modem spirit and tradition, 

* Parmer, who was a dissent- both truth and error. He at- 
ing minister, desired to destroy tempted to show that there were 
the difficulty arising from the no such things as diabolical 
fact that miracles were gene- miracles of any kind, 
rally represented as attesting 



THE MIEACIiES OP THE CHtJHCH. U9 

tfie University of Oxford sliowed clearly that its old 
spirit had lost none of its intensity, though it had 
lost much of its influence. Still later, in 1833, a great 
reactionary movement emanated from the same quar- 
ter, and was directed avowedly against the habits of 
religious thought which modern civilisation had 
everywhere produced. Its supporters denounced 
these habits as essentially and fundamentally false. 
They described the history of English theology for a 
century and a half as a history of uninterrupted 
decadence. They believed, in the emphatic words of 
their great leader, that ‘ the nation was on its way to 
give up revealed truth.’* After a time, the movement 
tended to Catholicism with a force and rapidity that 
it was impossible to mistake. It produced a defection 
which was quite unparalleled in magnitude since that 
which had taken place under the Stuarts ; and which, 
unlike the former movement, was altogether un- 
influenced by sordid considerations. The point which 
I desire to notice in connection with this defection, as 
illustratmg the tendency I am tracing in the present 
chapter, is the extremely small place which the sub- 
ject of Eoman Catholic miracles occupied in the 
controversy. 

If we ask, what are the grounds on which the 
cessation of miracles is commonly maintained, they 
may, I suppose, be summed up much as follows : — 

Miracles, it is said, are the Divine credentials of an 
inspired messenger announcing doctrines which could 
not otherwise be established. They prove that he 
is neither an impostor nor an enthusiast ; that his 
teaching is neither the work of a designing intellect 
nor of an over-heated imagination. Erom the nature 
* Newman’s Anglican p. 54. 
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of the case, tHs could not be proved in any otlier 
way. If tbe Almiglity designed to reveal to mankind 
a system of religion distinct from that wbicb is re- 
flected in tbe works of nature, and written on tbe 
consciences of men, He must do so by tbe instru- 
mentality of an inspired messenger. If a teacher 
claims to be tbe special organ of a Divine communi- 
cation reveabng supernatural truths, be may be justly 
expected to authenticate bis mission in tbe only way 
in which it can be authenticated — by tbe performance 
of supernatural acts. Miracles are, therefore, no 
more improbable than a revelation ; for a revelation 
would be ineffectual without miracles. But, while 
this consideration destroys the common objections to 
the Gospel miracles, it separates them clearly from 
those of the Church of Home. The former were 
avowedly exceptional; they were absolutely neces- 
sary ; they were designed to introduce a new religion, 
and to estabhsh a supernatural message. The latter 
were simply means of edification ; they were directed 
to no object that could not otherwise be attained ; and 
they were represented as taking place in a dispensa- 
tion that was intended to be not of sight but of 
faith. Besides this, miracles should be regarded as 
the most awfid and impressive manifestations of 
Divine power. To make them habitual and com- 
monplace would be to degrade if not to destroy their 
character, which would be still further abased if we 
admitted those which appeared trivial and puerile. 
The miracles of the Hew Testament were always 
characterised by dignity and solemnity ; they always 
conveyed some spiritual lesson, and conferred some 
actual benefit, besides attesting the character of the 
worker. The mediaeval miracles, on the contrary, 
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were frequently trivial, purposeless, and unimpres- 
sive ; constantly verging on the grotesque, and not 
untrequently passing the border. 

Such is, I think, a fair epitome of the common 
arguments in favour of the cessation of miracles ; and 
they are undoubtedly very plausible and very cogent ; 
but, after all, what do they prove ? N’ot that nairacles 
have ceased ; but that, supposing them to have ceased, 
there is nothing surprising or alarming in the fact. 
A man who has convinced himself of the falseness of 
the ecclesiastical miracles, may very fairly adduce 
these considerations to prove that his conclusion 
does not impugn the Biblical narratives, or introduce 
confusion or incoherence into the system of Provi- 
dence ; but this is the full extent to which they can 
be legitimately carried. As an a jpriori proof, they 
are far too w-eak to withstand any serious amount of 
positive testimony. Miracles, it is said, are intended 
exclusively to accredit an inspired messenger. But, 
after all, what proof is there of this ? It is simply 
an hypothesis — ^plausible and consistent it may be, 
but entirely unsupported by positive testimony. In- 
deed, we may go farther, and say that it is distinctly 
opposed to your own facts. You may repudiate the 
unanimous belief of the early Christians that miracles 
were ordinary and commonplace events among all 
nations. You may resist the strong arguments that 
may be drawn from the unsurprised reception of the 
Christian miracles, and f?om the existence of the 
demoniacs and of the exorcists, but at least you 
must admit that the Old Testament relates many 
miracles which will not fall nnder your canon. The 
creation was a miracle, and so was the deluge, and 
so was the destruction of the cities of the plain* 

VOL. I. M 
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The Old Testament miracles are, in many respects, 
unlike those of the !N’ew Testament : is it impossible 
that there shonld be another class different from 
either ? But the ecclesiastical miracles, it is said, 
are often grotesque ; they appear primd facie absurd, 
and excite an irresistible repugnance. A sufficiently 
dangerous test in an age in which men find it more 
and more difficult to believe any miracles whatever ! A 
sufficiently dangerous test for those who know the tone 
that has been long adopted, over an immense part of 
Europe, towards such narratives as the deluge, or the 
exploits of Samson, the speaking ass, or the possessed 
pigs ! Besides this, a great proportion of the ecclesias- 
tical miracles are simply reproductions of those which 
are recorded in the Bible ; and if there are mingled 
with them some that appear manifest impostures, this 
may be a very good reason for treating these nar- 
ratives with a more jealous scrutiny, but is certainly 
no reason for maintaining that they are all below 
contempt. The Bible neither asserts nor implies the 
revocation of supernatural gifts ; and if the general 
promise that these gifts should be conferred may 
have been intended to apply only to the Apostles, it 
is at least as susceptible of a different interpretation. 
If these miracles were actually continued, it is surely 
not difficult to discover the beneficial purpose that 
they would fulfil. They would stimulate a languid 
piety ; they would prove invaluable auxiliaries to 
missionaries labouring among barbarous and un- 
reasoning savages, who, from their circumstances 
and habits of mind, are utterly incapable of forming 
any just estimate of the evidences of the religion 
they are expected to embrace. Even in Europe the 
results of the controversies of the last 300 years 
have not been so entirely satisfactory as to leave no 
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room for some more decisive proofs tlian fhe ambi- 
guous utterances of a remote antiq[uity. To say that 
tliese miracles are false because tbey are Roman 
Catholic is to assume the very question at issue. 
The controversy between Protestantism and Catho- 
licism comprises an immense mass of complicated 
and heterogeneous arguments. Thousands of minds 
have traversed these arguments, and have found at 
each step their faith in Protestantism confirmed. 
Thousands of minds have pursued the same course 
with results that were diametrically opposite. The 
question is, whether an examination of the alleged 
miracles of Catholicism would not famish a decisive 
criterion, or at least one of the most powerful argu- 
ments, for determining the controversy. What evi- 
dence of the truth of Catholicism could be stronger 
than that its distinctive doctrines had been crowned 
by tens of thousands of miracles, that a supernatural 
halo had encircled it wherever it appeared, and had 
cast a glory upon all its triumphs ? ^ What proof of 


^ E. g., one of the questions 
of dispute is the veneration of 
relics. Now St. Augustine, the 
ablest and most clear-headed of 
all the fathers, and a man of 
undoubted piety, solemnly as- 
serts that in his own diocese of 
Hippo, in the space of two 
years, no less than seventy mi- 
racles had been wrought by the 
body of St. Stephen, and that 
in the neighbouring province of 
Oalama, where the relic had pre- 
viously been, the number was 
incomparably greater. He gives 
a catalogue of what he deems 
undoubted miracles, which he 
says he had selected from a 
multitude so great^ that volumes 
u 


would be required to relate them 
ail. In that catalogs we find 
no less tJmn five cases of resio- 
ration of life to the dead {Be 
Civ, Bei, lib, xxii. c. 8). This 
statement is well known to 
readers of Gibbon and Middle- 
ton ; but, as fhr as I know, the 
only High Churchman who has 
referred to it is Mr. Ward {Ideal 
of a Christian Churchy pp, 138- 
140), who notices it merely to 
lament the very different tone 
with which we now speak of 
the miraculous. This aspect 
of the Patristic writings has 
been very clearly and honestly 
brought out in Isaac Taylo/s 
Ancient Christiamiy, 

2 
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the falsehood of Catholicism conld more decisive 
than that it "Was unable to establish any of the im- 
mense mass of miracles which it had asserted, that 
all these were resolved and dissipated before a search- 
ing criticism, that saints had been canonised, forms 
of worship established, countless bulls and pastorals 
issued, innumerable rejoicings, pageantries*, proces- 
sions, and pilgrimages authoritatively instituted, 
public opinion aU through Christendom violently 
and continuously agitated on account of alleged 
events which had either no existence, or which were 
altogether misunderstood ? Making every allowance 
for the errors of the most extreme fallibility, the 
history of Catholicism would on this hypothesis 
represent an amount of imposture probably un- 
equalled in the annals pf the human race. If, again, 
you say that you have formed a definite and unhesi- 
tating opinion on the subject from other arguments, 
I reply that, putting aside all other considerations 
this answer might suggest, it doe^ not apply to the 
Tractarian movement we are considering. The tran- 
sition from the Church of England to the Church of 
Rome, which was made by so many in consequence 
of that movement, was not abrupt or unwavering. 
It was, on the contrary, slow, painful, hesitating, 
and dubious. Some of those who made it have 
described themselves as trembling for months, and 
even years, between the opposing creeds, their minds 
vibrating and oscillating to and fro : countless difa- 
culties, colliding principles, modes of reasoning the 
most various, blending and neutralising sentiments 
of every hue, torturing their minds with doubt, and 
sometimes almost destroying by their conflict the 
veiy faculty of judgment. Surely one might have 
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imagined that men in sneL a position would have 
gladly exchanged those shifting speculations that so 
constantly elude the grasp and bewilder the mind, 
and catch their colour from each changing mode 
of thought, for the comparatively firm and definite 
ground of historical criticism ! The men were 
admirably fitted for such criticism. They were 
pre-eminently scholars and antiquarians, and in its 
intellectual aspect the movement was essentially a 
resuscitation of the past. iNor did the age seem at 
first sight less suited for the enterprise. At the 
time of the E-eformers the study of evidences, and 
indeed all searching investigation into the facts of 
the past, were unknown. When, however, Tracta- 
rianism arose, the laws of historical criticism were 
developed to great perfection, and they were attract- 
ing an immense proportion of the talent of Europe. 
In Enghsh theology, especially, they had become 
supreme. The attacks which Woolston and his 
followers had made upon the scriptural miracles had 
been repelled by Lardner and Paley with such unex- 
pected vigour, with such undoubted ability, and, as 
it was long thonght, with snch unanswerable success, 
that aU theological reasoning had heeii directed to 
this channel. Tet in the Traotarian movement the 
subject of modern miracles can scarcely be said to 
have exercised a perceptible infinence. Gibbon, as 
we have seen, had gone over to Borne chiefly 
through a persuasion of their reality. ChiHingworth 
still earlier had declared that the same reason had 
been one of those which had induced him to take 
the same step. Pascal had based his defence of 
Jansenism in a great measure upon the miracle of 
the Holy Thom; but at Oxford these narratives 
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haa^dly excited a serious attention. Wlaat little in- 
fluence tliey had was chiefly an influence of repulsion ; 
what little was written in their fayour was written 
for the most part in the tone of an apology, as if to 
attenuate a difficulty rather than to establish a creed. ^ 

This was surely a very remarkable characteristic 
of the Tractarian movement, when we remember the 
circumstances and attainments of its leaders, and the 
great prominence which miraculous evidence had 
long occupied in England. It was especially remark- 
able when we recollect that one of the great com- 
plaints which the Tractarian party were making 
against modern theology was, that the conception 
of the supernatural had become faint and dim, and 
that its manifestations were either explained away 
or confined to a distant past. It would seem as if 
those who were most conscious of the character of 
their age were unable, in the very midst of their 
opposition, to free themselves from its tendencies. 

If we look beyond the Tractarian movement, we 
find a still more startling illustration of the prevail- 
ing feeling in the extraordinary strides which pro- 
fessed and systematised nationalism has made in 
most Protestant countries. The extent to which 
Continental Protestantism has gravitated towards 
it has been recognised on all sides, and has excited 
the greatest hopes in some and the greatest alarm in 
others. It is worthy, too, of remark, that the move- 
ment has been most manifest in those countries 
where the leading Churches are not connected with 

^ Dr. Newman’s very able es- lish saints, about which we 
say (pefixed to Fleur/s have lately heard so much, 

toTy) is essentially an apology never seem to have been re- 
fer the ecclesiastical miracles ; garded as evidential, 
and the miracles of the Eng- 



THE MIHACLES OF THE CETTECH. 


167 


very elaborate creeds or with liturgical services, and 
where the reason, being least shackled by tradition, 
is most free to follow the natural sequence of its 
developments. It is true that the word Rationalism 
is somewhat vague, and comprises many different 
modifications of belief. This consideration has con- 
stantly been urged by those who are termed ortho- 
dox Protestants in a tone of the most contemptuous 
scorn, but with a complete forgetfulness of the fact 
that for 300 years Protestantism itself was invari- 
ably assailed by the very same objection, and was 
invariably defended on the twofold ground that 
variations of belief are the necessary consequence 
of honest enquiry, and that amid its innumerable 
diversities of detail there were certain radical con- 
ceptions which gave a substantial unity to the dis- 
cordant sects. Much the same general unify may be 
found among the various modifications of Protestant 
•Rationahsm. Its central conception is the elevation 
of conscience into a position of supreme authority as 
the religious organ, a verifying faculty discriminating 
between truth and error. It regards Christianity as 
designed to preside over the moral progress of man- 
kind, as a conception which was to become more and 
more sublimated and spirituahsed as the human 
mind passed into new phases, and was able to bear 
the splendour of a more unclouded Hght. Religion ' 
it beheves to be no exception to the general law of 
progress, but rather the highest form of its manifes- 
tation, and its earlier systems but the necessary steps 
of an imperfect development. In its eyes the moral 
element of Christianity is as the sun in heaven, and 
dogmatic systems are as the clouds that intercept 
and temper the exceeding brightness of its ray. 
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Tlie insect wliose existence is but for a moment 
migHt "well imagine that these were indeed eternal, 
that their majestic columns conld neyer fail, and 
that their Inminons folds were the very source and 
centre of light. And yet they shift and vary with 
each changing breeze ; they blend and separate ; they 
assume new forms and exhibit new dimensions ; as 
the sun that is above them waxes more glorious in 
its power, they are permeated and at last absorbed 
by its increasing splendour ; they recede, and wither, 
and disappear, and the eye ranges far beyond the 
sphere they had occupied into the infinity of glory 
that is above them. 

This is not the place to enter into a critical exami- 
nation of the faults and merits of nationalism. A 
system which would unite in one sublime synthesis 
all the past fonds of human belief, which accepts 
with triumphant alacrity each new development of 
science, having no stereotyped standard to defend, 
and which represents the human mind as pursuing 
on the highest subjects a path of continual progress 
towards the fullest and most transcendent knowledge 
of the Deity, can. never fail to exercise a powerful 
intellectual attraction. A system which makes the 
moral faculty of man the measure and arbiter of faith 
must always act powerfully on those in whom that 
faculty is most developed.* This idea of continued 
and uninterrupted development is one that seems 
absolutely to override our age. It is scarcely possible 
to open any really able book on any subject without 
encountering it in some form. It is stirring all 
science to its very depths; it is revolutionising aU 
historical literature. Its prominence in theology is 
so great that there is scarcely any school that is al- 
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together exempt from its influence. We have aeeu 
in our own day the Church of Rome itself defended 
in ^An Essay on Development/ and by a strange 
application of the laws of progress. 

These elements of attraction do much to explain 
the extraordinary rapidity with which Rationalism 
has advanced in the present century, in spite of the 
vagueness and obscurity it often exhibits, and the 
many paradoxes it has engendered. But it is well 
worthy of notice that the very first direction which 
these speculations invariably take — the very sign and 
characteristic of their action — ^is an attempt to explain 
away the miracles of Scripture. This is so emphati- 
cally the distinctive mark of Rationalism that with 
most persons it is the only conception the word 
conveys. Wherever it appears, it represents and 
interprets the prevailing disinclination to accept 
miraculous narratives,^ and will resort to every arti- 
fice of interpretation in order to evade their force. 
Its prevalence, therefore, clearly indicates the extent 
to which this aversion to the miraculous exists in 
Protestant countries, and the rapidity with which it 
has of late years increased. 

Everyone who has paid any attention to these 
subjects has a natural inclination to attribute the 
conclusions he has arrived at to the efforts of his own 
reason, acting under the influence of an unbiassed 
will, rather than to a general predisposition arising 

' A large section of G-erman narratives of angels and de- 
theologians, as is well known, mons, and the like, as simply 
even regard the impossibility, impossible and irreconcilable 
or at all events the unreality, with the known and universal 
of miraculous accounts as axio- laws which govern the course 
matic. Thus Strauss calmly of events.' — Litroduction to the 
remarks ; * We may summanly lAfe of Jesus^ 
reject all miracles, prophecies, 
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out of the cliaracter of his age. It is probable, there- 
fore, that the members of the rationalistic school 
would very generally deny being influenced by any 
other considerations than those which they allege in 
their defence, and would point to that system of 
minute and critical Biblical investigation which 
Germany has produced as the true source of their 
opinions. I cannot but think that it is much less 
the cause than the result, and that we have a clear 
indication of this in the fact that a precisely similar 
tendency of opinions is shown in another quarter 
where this criticism has never been pursued. I 
allude to the freethinkers, who are scattered in such 
profusion through Homan Catholic countries. Any- 
one who has attentively examined that great school, 
which exercises, so vast an influence over the litera- 
ture and policy of our age, must have perceived that 
it is in many respects widely removed from the old 
Toltairian spirit. It is no longer exclusively negative 
and destructive, but is, on the contrary, intensely 
positive, and in its moral aspect intensely Christian. 
It clusters around a series of essentially Christian 
conceptions — equality, fraternity, the suppression of 
war, the elevation of the poor, the love of truth, and 
the diffusion of liberty. It revolves around the ideal 
of Christianity, and represents its spirit without its 
dogmatic system and its supernatural narratives. 
From both of these it unhesitatingly recoils, while 
deriving aU its strength and nourishment from Chris- 
tian ethics. 

Such are, I conceive, the general outlines of this 
movement, which bears an obvious relationship to 
Protestant HationaHsm, and which has been advanc- 
ing through Europe with still more rapid and trium- 
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pliant strides. He mnst indeed be wilfallr blind to 
the course of history who does not perceive that 
during the last hundred years these schools have 
completely superseded the dogmatic forms of Pro- 
testantism as the efficient antagonists of the Church 
of Eome, as the centres towards which those*;v7ho 
arc repelled from Catholicism are naturally attracted. 
In the sixteenth and to a certain degree in the seven- 
teenth century Protestantism exercised a command- 
ing and controlling influence over the affairs of 
Europe. Almost all the great questions that agitated 
the minds of men were more or less connected with 
its progress. It exhibited, indeed, many unseemly 
dissensions and many grotesque extravagances ; but 
each of its sects had a rigid and definite dogmatic 
system, and exercised a powerful influence on those 
who were around it. Whoever was dissatisfied with 
the teaching of the Church of Home was almost im- 
mediately attracted and absorbed by one of these 
systems, and threw himself into the new dogmatism 
with as much zeal as he had exhibited in the old one. 
During the last century all this has changed. Of 
the many hundreds of great thinkers and writers, in 
every department, who have separated from the 
teachings and practices of Catholicism, it would he 
difficult to name three men of real eminence and un- 
questionable sincerity who have attached themselves 
permanently to any of the more conservative forms 
of Protestantism. Amid all those great semi-religious 
revolutions which have unhinged the faith of thou- 
sands, and have so profoundly altered the relations 
of Catholicism and society, Protestant Churches have 
made no advance and have exercised no perceptible 
influence. It has long been a mere truism to say 
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that we are passing through a state of chaos, of 
anarchj, and of transition. During the past century 
the elements of dissolution have been multiplying all 
around us. Scarcely ever before had so large a pro- 
portion of the literature of Europe exhibited an open 
hostility or a contemptuous indifference towards 
Catholicism. Entire nations have defied its cen- 
sures, and confiscated its property, and wrested every 
department of politics jfrom its control. But while 
Catholicism has been thus convulsed and agitated to 
its very basis ; while the signs of its disintegration 
are crowding upon us on every side ; while the lan- 
guor and feebleness it exhibits furnish a ready 
theme for every moralist and a problem for every 
philosopher, the Protestant sects have gained nothing 
by the decay of their ancient rival. They have still 
retained their ecclesiastical organisations and their 
ancient formularies, but the magnetism they once 
possessed has wholly vanished. Of all the innumer- 
able forms into which the spirit of dogmatism crys- 
tallised after the Reformation, not one seems to have 
retained the power of^ attracting those beyond its 
border. Whatever is lost by Catholicism is gained 
by Rationalism ; ^ wherever the spirit of Rationalism 
recedes, the spirit of Catholicism advances. Towards 
the close of the last century, Prance threw off her 
allegiance to Christianity, endeavoured to efface all 
the traditions of her past, and proclaimed a new era 

^ Italy since the late poli- compared with those of Pree- 
tical changes, and as a conse- thinking, and it is said that 
qnence of the direction given among Protestants the Ply- 
to the national sympathies by mouth Brethren, who are among 
those changes, furnishes, per- the least dogmatic, have also 
haps, a slight exception ; but been among the most success- 
even there the conquests of Pro- fifi, 
testantism are insignificant as 
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in tlie religions history of mankind. She soon re- 
pented of her temerity, and retired from a position 
which she had found untenable. Half the nation 
became ultramontane Roman Catholics j the other 
half became indifferent or Rationalist.^ The great 
majority of Continental writers have repudiated the 
doctrines of Catholicism, and pursue their specula- 
tions without paying the smallest deference to its 
authority. In the sixteenth century all such persons 
would have attached themselves to some definite form 
of Protestantism ; they now assume a position which 
was then entirely unexampled, and would have ap- 
peared entirely inexplicable. The age of heresiarchs 
has past. 2 Among very ignorant people new dog- 
matic systems, as Mormonism has shown, may still 
be successfcd, but among the educated classes they 
seem to have lost all their attraction and power. 
The immense missionary organisations of England 
succeed indeed in occasionally attracting a few 
isolated individuals in Roman Catbohc countries to 
Protestantism ; but we look in vain for the natural 
flow and current of thought which in former times 
impelled vast portions of society to its communion, 
and imparted an influence to all the great questions in 
Europe. The only movements which in the faintest 

* I need hardly remind the siarch making so little impres- 
reader how forcibly and elo- sion by his defection from the 
quently this point has been Church, and failing so corn- 
brought out by Macaulay, in pletely to become the nucleus 
his Essay on Hankis Hisiory. of a sect. After all, however, 

* M. deMontalembert, inhis this was quite natxnal. The 

has observed course which Lammenais pur- 
of Lammenais, that there is sued stimulated a great intel- 
probably no instance in histoiy lectual movement ; but it was 
of a man possessing so emx- not, and was never intended to 
nently the gifts of a great here- be, in the direction of a sect. 
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degree reproduce tlie fasemation of ih.e sects of tlie 
sixteenth, century are democratic and philanthropic 
efforts, like those of St. Simon or Mazzini. All the 
great intellectual problems that convulse Europe are 
connected with the rights of nationalities, the pro- 
gress of democracy, or the dignity of labour. These 
have now taken the place of those dogmatic ques- 
tions which in the sixteenth century formed the 
mainsprings of the poHcy of Christendom, and which 
in the nineteenth century have become almost un- 
influential. 

This is, undoubtedly, an extremely remarkable 
and an extremely significant contrast. Honest men 
wiU hardly deny its existence. Wise men will not 
shut their eyes to the fact, or refase to look steadily 
at its consequences. Coupled with the rationalistio 
movement that has taken place within Protestantism, 
it has inclined very many writers to conclude that 
the earlier forms of Protestantism were merely tran- 
sitional ; that their continued existence depends, not 
on any life that is in them, but on the force of habit 
and of tradition ; that perpetual progress in the do- 
main of behef is the natural destiny and the inevit- 
able law of Protestantism ; and that the fate of Lot’s 
wife is reserved for those Churches which look back 
on the city of dogmatism from which they fled. To 
assume, however, that religious life has been extir- 
pated in Protestant Churches, because they appear to 
have lost the power of influencing those who are 
around them, is to look for it in only one form. But 
one conclusion we may most certainly and most 
safely draw from the movement we are considering. 
It is that the general bias of the intellect of the age 
is in the direction of Bationahsm ; in other words, 



THE KIEAOLES OP TEE CHUECE. 


175 


tliat there is a strong predisposition to value the 
spirit and moral element of Christianity, but to reject 
dogmatic systems, and more especially miraculous 
narratives. 

We have seen that this tendency was not unin- 
fluential in Tractarianism itself, although that system 
•was organised as a protest and a bulwark against the 
tendencies of the age. Among those who are usually 
called orthodox Protestants, it has been clearly shown 
in the rapid decline of the evidential school. The 
pre-eminence that school obtained in England during 
the last century is certainly not to be attributed to 
any general tendency towards the miraculous. Lard- 
ner and Paley and their followers acted strictly on 
the defensive, and were therefore compelled to meet 
their assailants on the ground which those assailants 
had selected. The spirit of scepticism, which at the 
Reformation extended only to the authority of par- 
ticular Churches or to the justice of particular inter- 
pretations of Scripture, had gradually expanded till 
it included the whole domain of theology, and had 
produced a series of violent attacks upon the miracles. 
It was to repel these attacks that the evidential school 
arose, and the annals of religious controversy narrate 
few more complete victories than they achieved. Of 
all the English deistical works of the eighteenth cen- 
tury, the influence of two and only two survived the 
controversy. Hume’s Essay on Miracles, though cer- 
tainly not unquestioned and unassailed, cannot be 
looked upon as obsolete or uninfluential. Gibbon 
remains the almost undisputed master of his own 
field, but his great work does not directly involve 
though it undoubtedly trenches on the subject of 
Christian evidences. But if we except these two, it 
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would be difficult to conceive a more complete eclipse 
than tbe English deists have undergone. Woolston 
and Tindal, Collins and Chubb, have long since passed 
into the region of shadows, and their works have 
mouldered in the obscurity of forgetfulness. Bohng- 
broke is now little more than a brilliant name, and 
all the beauties of his matchless style have been 
unable to preserve his philosophy from oblivion. 
Shaftesbury retains a certain place as one of the few 
disciples of idealism who resisted the influence of 
Locke ; but his importance is purely historical. His 
cold and monotonous though exquisitely polished 
dissertations have fallen into general neglect, and 
find few readers and exercise no influence. The 
shadow of the tomb rests upon them all ; a deep 
unbroken silence, the chill of death surrounds them. 
They have long ceased to wake any interest, or to 
suggest any enquiries, or to impart any impulse to 
the intellect of England. This was the result of 
the English controversies of the eighteenth centm'y,. 
which on the conservative side consisted mainly of a 
discussion of miraculous evidence. It is undoubtedly 
very remarkable in itself, but much more so when we 
contrast it with what was taking place in Roman 
Catholic countries. Voltaire and Rousseau not only 
succeeded in holding their ground, but they met with 
no opponent whom the wildest enthusiasm could place 
upon their level. Their works elicited not a single 
refutation, I might almost say not a single argument 
or criticism, that has come down with any authority 
to our own day. Diderot, Raynal, and several other 
members of the party, have taken a place in French 
literature which is probably permanent, and is cer- 
tainly far higher than was obtained by any of their 
opponents. 
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One miglit have supposed from this contrast that 
the evidential school, which -had heen crowned with 
such marked success, would have enjoyed a great and 
permanent popularity ; but this expectation has not 
been realised. In Grermany, Kant from the beginning 
pronounced this mode of reasoning to be unphilo- 
sophical ; ^ in England, Coleridge succeeded in bring- 
ing it into complete disrepute; and every year the 
disinclination to stake the truth of Ckpistianity on 
the proof of miracles becomes more manifest. A 
small body of theologians continue, indeed, to per- 
severe in the old plan, and no one will speak of their 
labours with disrespect ; yet they are themselves 
witnesses to tlie generality of the movement, for they 
complain bitterly that they are labouring in a wilder- 
ness, and that the old method has been on all sides 
abandoned and neglected.^ We find, everywhere, 
that the prevailing feeling is to look upon the defence 
of Christianity as a matter not external to but part of 
religion. Belief is regarded, not as the result of an 
historical puzzle, the solution of an extremely com- 
plicated intellectual problem which presents fewest 
difficulties and contradictions, but as the recognition 
by conscience of moral truth. In other words, reli- 
gion in its proofs as in its essence is deemed a thing 
belongiug rather to the moral than the intellectual 
portion of human nature. Eaith and not reason is 
its basis ; and- this faith is a species of moral percep- 
tion. Each dogma is the embodiment and inadequate 
expression of a moral truth, and is worthless' except 

* On Kant^s influence on ® See, for example, the first 
German Rationalism, see Rose and second Essays in Aide to 
On Frotestantism in Q&rmany^ Faith 
pp. 183-190. 
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as it is viYified by that truth. The progress of criti- 
cism may shift and vary the circumstances of an 
historical faith, the advent of new modes of thought 
may make ancient creeds lifeless and inoperative, but 
the spirit that underlies them is eternal. The ideal 
and type of character will require new fascination 
when detached from the material conceptions of an 
early civilisation. The idolatry of dogmas will pass 
away ; Christianity, being rescued from the secta- 
rianism and intolerance that have defaced it, will 
shine by its own moral splendour, and, sublimated 
above all the sphere of controversy, will resume its 
rightful position as an ideal and not a system, as a 
person and not a creed. 

We find also, even among the supporters of the 
evidential school, a strong tendency to meet the 
Eationalists, as it were, halfway — ^to maintain that 
miracles are valid proofs, but that they do not neces- 
sarily imply the notion of a violation of natural law 
with which they had been so long associated. They 
are, it is said, performed simply by the application of 
natural means guided by supernatural knowledge. 
The idea of interference (it is argued) can present 
no difficulty to anyone who admits human liberty ; ^ 
for those who acknowledge that liberty must hold 
that man has a certaiu power of guiding and con- 
trolling the laws of matter, that he can of his own 
free will produce effects which would not have heen 
produced without his interveution, and that in pro- 
portion as his knowledge of the laws of nature ad- 
vances, his power of adapting them to his purposes 
is increased. That mind can influence matter is itself 
one of the laws of nature. That a being of supernatural 
knowledge and power could, by the normal exercise 
^ See Mansel’s ‘ Essay on Miracles/ in tbe Aid$ to Faith, 
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of liis capacities, produce effects transcending both 
our comprehension and our capabilities, is a proposi- 
tion that is eminently rational; To adapt and modify 
general laws to special purposes is the occupation and 
Sie characteristic of every intelligence, and to deny 
this power to Divine intelligence seems but little re- 
moved from atheism. It is to make the Deity the 
only torpid mind in the universe. There is, there- 
fore, it is said, nothing improbable in the belief that 
Omniscience, by the selection of natural laws of which 
we are ignorant, could accomplish all' those acts which 
we call miraculous.^ According to this notion, a 
miracle would not differ, generically, from a human 


^ For an exposition of this 
view I cannot do better than 
refer to an article on ‘ The 
Supernatural ’ in the Edin- 
burgh Beview for October 1862, 
written by the Duke of Argyle, 
and since republished by him 
in his Eeign of Law. I select 
a few sentences, which con- 
tain the substance of the ar- 
gument : ‘ The reign of law 
in nature is indeed, as far 
as we can observe, universal. 
But the common idea of the 
supernatural is that which is 
at variance with natural law, 
above it or in violation of 
it. . . . Hence it would 
appear to foUow that, to a 
man thoroughly possessed of 
the idea of natural law as uni- 
versal, nothing ever could be 
admitted as supernatural. . . 
But then we must understand 
nature as including every agency 
which we see entering, or can 
conceive from analogy capable 
of entering, into the causation 
of the world, . . The power 

of men in respect of physical 


laws extends only, first, to their 
discovery and ascertainment, 
and then to their use. . . . 

A complete knowledge of all 
natural laws would give, if 
not complete power, at least 
degrees of power immensely 
greater than those which wo 
now possess. . . . The re- 

lation in which Grod stands to 
those rules of His government 
which are called laws is, of 
course, an inscrutable mystery ; 
but those who believe that His 
will does govern the world must 
believe that, ordinarily at least, 
He does govern it by the choice 
and use of means : nor have we 
any certain reason to believe 
that He ever acts otherwise. 
Signs and wonders may be 
wrought, for aught we ifciow, 
by similar instrumentality — by 
the selection and use of laws of 
whichmen knew nothing.^ That 
miracles were performed simply 
by the employment of unknown 
natural laws was maintained 
long since by Malebranehe, and 
also, I think, by Butler. 

2 
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act, thouglL it would still be strictly available for 
evidential purposes. Miracles would thus be sepa- 
rated from a conception with whicli almost all tlie 
controversialists of tbe last century bad identified 
them, and wbicb is peculiarly repugnant to tbe ten- 
dencies of our age. 

We bave now taken a suf6.ciently extensive survey 
of tbe bistory of Miracles to enable us to arrive at a 
general conclusion. We bave seen tbat ever since 
that revival of learning wbicb preceded tbe Reforma- 
tion, and dispelled tbe torpor and ignorance in wbicb 
Europe bad been for centuries immersed, tbe human 
mind Has been pursuing on tbis subject a uniform and 
an unvarying course. Tbe degrees in wbicb different 
nations and cburcbes bave participated in tbe move- 
ment bare been very various, but there is no part of 
Europe wbicb has been uninfluenced by its progress. 
Reactionary parties have themselves reflected its 
character, and bave at last been swept away by tbe 
advancing stream. All tbe weight of tradition and 
of leaaming, all tbe energies of conservatism of every 
kind, bave been opposed to its progress, and all bave 
been opposed in vain. Generation after generation 
tbe province of tbe miraculous has contracted, and 
tbe circle of scepticism has expanded. Of tbe two 
great divisions of these events, one has completely 
perished. Witchcraft and diaboHcal possession and 
diabolical disease bave long since passed into tbe 
region of fables. To disbelieve them was at first tbe 
eccentricity of a few isolated thinkers ; it was then 
tbe distinction of tbe educated classes in tbe most 
advanced nations ; it is now tbe common sentiment of 
all classes in aU countries in Europe. Tbe countless 
miracles that were once associated with every holy 
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relic and witli every village siirine have rapidly and 
silently disappeared. Tear Iby year the incredulity 
became more manifest even where the theological 
profession was nnclianged. Their numbers continu- 
ally lessened until they at last almost ceased ; and 
any attempt to revive them has been treated with a 
general and undisguised contempt. The miracles of 
the leathers are passed over with an incredulous scorn, 
or with a significant silence. The rationalistic spirit 
has even attempted to explain away those which are 
recorded in Scripture, and it has materially altered 
their position in the systems of theology. In all 
countries, in all churches, in all parties, among men 
of every variety of character and opinion, we have 
found the tendency existing. In each nation its 
development has been a measure of intellectual acti- 
vity, and has passed in regular course through the 
different strata of society. During the last century 
it has advanced with a vastly accelerated rapidity; 
the old lines of demarcation have been everywhere 
obscured, and the spirit of nationalism has become 
the great centre to which the intellect of Europe is 
manifestly tending. If we trace the progress of the 
movement from its origin to the present day, we find 
that it has completely altered the whole aspect and 
complexion of rehgion. When it began, Christianity 
was regarded as a system entirely beyond the range 
and scope of human reason : it was impious to ques- 
tion ; it was impious to examine ; it was impious to 
discriminate. On the other hand, it was visibly in- 
stinct with the supernatural. Miracles of every order 
and degree of magnitude were flashing forth inces- 
santly from all its parts. They excited no scepticism 
and no surprise. The miraculous element pervaded 
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all Hterature, explained all difficulties, consecrated all 
doctrines. Every unusual plienomenon was imme- 
diately referred to a supernatural agency, not because 
tliere was a passion for the improbable, but because 
sucb an explanation seemed far more simple and easy 
of belief than the obscure theories of science. In 
the present day Christianiiy is regarded as a system 
which courts the strictest investigation, and W'hich, 
among many other functions, was designed to vivify 
and stimulate all the energies of man. The idea of 
the miraculous, which a superficial observer might 
have once deemed its most prominent characteristic, 
has been driven from almost all its entrenchments, 
and now quivers faintly and feebly through the mists 
of eighteen hundred years. 

The causes of this great movement are very vari- 
ous. It may be attributed to the success of physical 
science in explaining phenomena that were Tong 
deemed si^ematural, and in substituting the concep- 
tion of connected and unbroken law for that of 
capricious and isolated interference. It may be at- 
tributed, also, in a great measure to the increased 
severity of proof demanded under the influence of 
the modern critical spirit, and to the important in- 
vestigations that have recently been made into the 
mythologies of different nations, and into the manner 
in which they are generated. But in addition to 
these, which may be regarded as the legitimate causes 
of the change, there is one of a somewhat different 
land. The decline of the influence and realisaticm of 
dogmatic theology which characterises a secular age 
brings with it an instinctive repugnance to the 
miraculous, by diverting the mind from the class of 
subjects with which the miraculous is connected. 
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Wlien tlieology occupies an exceedingly prominent 
place in the affairs of life, and is the subject towards 
which the thoughts of men are naturally and violently 
directed, the mind will at last take a theological cast, 
and will judge all secular matters by a theological 
standard. In a period, therefore, when theology is 
almost co-extensive with intellectual exertion, when 
the whole scope of literature, policy, and art is to 
subserve theological interests, and when the im- 
aginations of men are habitually inflamed by the 
subject of their continual meditations, it is not at 
aU surprising that belief in existing miracles should 
be universal. Such miracles are perfectly conge- 
nial with the mental tone and atmosphere that is 
general. The imagination is constantly directed to- 
wards miraculous events, and readily forces its con- 
ceptions upon the reason. When, however, the 
terrestrial has been aggrandised at the expense of the 
theological ; when, in the progress of civihsation, art 
and literature and government become in a great 
measure secularised ; when the mind is withdrawn by 
ten thousand intellectual influences from dogmatic 
considerations, and when the traces of these conside- 
rations become confused and unrealised, a new habit 
of thought is gradually acq[uired. A secular atmo- 
sphere is formed about the mind. The measure of 
probability is altered. Men formerly expected in 
every event of life something analogous to the theo- 
logical notions on which they were continually medi- 
tating : they now judge everything by a secular 
standard. Formerly their natural impulse was to 
explain all phenomena by miracle ; it is now to 
explain them by science. This is simply the result 
of a general law of the human mind, which is exempli- 
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£.ed on countless occasions in the intercourse of 
society. The soldier, the lawyer, and the scholar will 
each obtain from his special pnrsnit a certain cast 
and character of thought which he will display on all 
subjects, even those most remote from his immediate 
proYince. Just, so an age that is immersed in 
theology will judge everything by a theological, that 
is to say a miraculous standard, and an age that is 
essentially secular will judge everything by a secular, 
that is to say a rationahstic standard. It is there- 
fore, I conceive, no chance coincidence that the de- 
cline of the sense of the miraculous has everywhere 
accompanied that movement of thought which has 
banished dogmatic influence from so many depart- 
ments of hfe, and so greatly restricted it in others. 
In the present day this tendency has become so 
powerful that its influence extends to every earnest 
thinker, even though he does not as an individual 
participate in the indifference to dogma from which 
it sprang. Whoever succeeds in emancipating him- 
self from the special influences of education and 
associations by which his opinions are in the first 
instance determined will find the general course and 
current of contemporary literature the most power- 
ful attraction to his mind. There are, it is true, a few 
exceptions to this rule. There are some intellects of 
such a repellent character that the simple fact that 
one class of opinions or tendencies is dominant in 
their neighbourhood will be sufficient to induce them 
to adopt the opposite. These, however, are the ex- 
ceptions. With most persons who really endeavour 
to form their opinions by independent thought, con- 
temporary hterature exercises an attracting and con- 
trolling influence which is extremely powerful if it is 
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not irresistible. Owing to circumstances wMcli I 
shall not pause to examine, it flashes upon them with 
a force and directness which is not possessed by the 
literature of any earher period. The general tone of 
thought pervading it colours all their reasonings, 
influences and, if they are unconscious of its action, 
determines all their conclusions. In the present day 
this influence is essentially rationalistic. 

There is one other subject of great importance 
which is naturally suggested by the movement we 
have been considering. We have seen how pro- 
foundly it has altered the character of Christian 
Churches. It has changed not only the outward 
form and manifestations, hut the habits of thought, 
the religious atmosphere which was the medium 
through' which all events were contemplated, and by 
which aU reasonings were refracted. Ko one can 
doubt that if the modes of thought now prevailing 
on these subjects, even in Roman Cathohc countries, 
could have been presented to the mind of a Christian 
of the twelfth century, he would have said that so 
complete an alteration would involve the absolute 
destruction of Christianity. As a matter of fact, 
most of these modifications were forced upon the re- 
luctant Church by the pressure from without, and 
were specially resisted and denounced by the bulk 
of the clergy. They were represented as subversive 
of Christianity. The doctrine that religion could be 
destined to pass through successive phases of de- 
velopment was pronounced to be emphatically un- 
christian. The ideal church was always in the past ; 
and immutability, if not retrogression, was deemed 
the condition of life. We can now judge this resist- 
ance by the clear fight of experience* Dogmatic 
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systems have, it is true, heen materially ■weakeuecl ; 
they no longer exercise a controlling influence over 
the current of affairs. Persecution, religious wars, 
absorbing controversies, sacred art, and theological 
literature, which once indicated a passionate interest 
in dogmatic questions, have passed away or become 
comparatively uninfluential. Ecclesiastical power 
throughout Europe has been everywhere weakened, 
and weakened in each nation in proportion to its 
intellectual progress. If we were to judge the pre- 
sent position of Christianity by the tests of ecclesias- 
tical history, if we were to measure it by the orthodox 
zeal of the great doctors of the past, we might well 
look upon its prospects with the deepest despondency 
and alarm. The spirit of the Eathers has incontest- 
ably faded. The days of Athanasius and Augustine 
have passed away never to return. The whole course 
of thought is flowing in another direction. The con- 
troversies of bygone centuries ring with a strange 
hollowness on the ear. But i^ turning from eccle- 
siastical historians, we apply the exclusively moral 
tests which the Hew Testament so invariably and so 
emphatically enforces, if we ask whether Christianity 
has ceased to produce the living fruits of love and 
charity and zeal for truth, the conclusion we should 
arrive at would be very different. If it be true 
Christianity to dive with a passionate charity into 
the darkest recesses of misery and of vice, to irrigate 
every quarter of the earth with the fertilising stream 
of an almost boundless benevolence, and to include 
aU the sections of humanity in the circle of an intense 
and efficacious sympathy ; if it be true Christianity 
to destroy or weaken the barriers which had separated 
class from class and nation from nation, to free war 
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CHAPTER HI. 

uESTEETIO, SOIEETIFIC5 AND MORAL DEVELOPE- 
MENTS OF RATIONALISM. 

The preceding chapters will, I trast, have sufficiently 
shown that during the last three centuries the sense 
of the miraculous has been steadily declining in 
Europe, that the movement has been so universal 
‘that no church or class of miracles has altogether 
escaped its influence, and that its causes are to be 
sought much less in special arguments bearing 
directly upon the question than in the general in- 
tellectual condition of society. In this, as in all 
other great historical developements, we have two 
classes of influences to consider. There are certain 
tendencies or predispositions resulting from causes 
that are deeply imbedded in the civilisation of the 
age which create the movement, direct the stream of 
opinions with irresistible force in a given direction, 
and, if we consider only great bodies of men and long 
periods of time, exercise an almost absolute authority. 
There is also the action of special circumstances and 
individual genius upon this general progress, retard- 
ing or acceleratiug its advance, giving it in different 
countries and in different spheres of society a pecu- 
liar character, and for a time associating it with 
movements with which it has no natural connection. 
I have endeavoured to show that while numerous 
circumstances growing out of the complications of 
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society Lave more or less influenced tLe history of the 
decline of the miraculous, there are two causes which 
dominate over all others, and are themselves very 
closely connected. One of these is the increasmg 
sense of law, produced by physical sciences, which 
predisposes men more and more to attribute all the 
phenomena that meet them in actual life or in history 
to normal rather than to abnormal agencies ; the 
other is the diminution of the influence of theology, 
partly from causes that lie within itself, and partly 
from the great increase of other subjects, which in- 
clines men to judge aU matters by a secular rather 
than by a theological standard. 

But, as we have already in some degree perceived, ' 
and as we shall hereafter see more clearly, this his- 
tory of the miraculous is but a single part or aspect 
of a much wider movement, which in its modem 
phases is usually designated by thenameof Bational- 
ism. The process of thought, that makes men recoil 
from the miraculous, makes them modify their views 
on many other questions. The expectation of miracles 
grows out of a certain conception of the habitual 
government of the world, of the nature of the Su- 
preme Being, and of the manifestations of His power, 
which are aU more or less changed by advancing 
civilisation. Sometimes this change is displayed by 
an open rejection of old beliefs. Sometimes it ap- 
pears only in a change of intei'pretation or of reali- 
sation; that is to say, men generally annex new 
ideas to old words, or they permit old opinions to 
become virtually obsolete. Each different phase of 
civilisation has its peculiar and congenial views of the 
system and government of t^e universe to which 
the men of that time mQ gravitate; and although 
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a reyelation or a great efibrt of Imman genius may 
for a time emancipate some of them fi?om the con- 
ditions of the age, the pressure of snrronnding in- 
finences will soon reassert its sway, and the truths 
that are nnsuited to the time will remain inoperative 
till their appropriate civilisation has dawned. 

I shall endeavour in the present chapter to trace 
the different phases of this developement — to show 
how the conceptions both of the nature of the Deity 
and of the government of the universe are steadily 
modified before advancing knowledge, and to analyse 
the causes upon which those modifications depend. 

It has been conjectured by a very high authority, 
that fetishism is the rehgion which men who are 
altogether uncivilised would naturally embrace ; and 
there certainly appears strong reason to believe that 
the general characteristic of the earlier stages of 
religious belief is to concentrate reverence upon 
matter, and to attribute to it an intrinsic efficacy. 
This fetishism, which in its rudest form consists of 
the worshixD of a certain portion of matter as matter, 
is shown also, though in a modified and less revolt- 
ing manner, in the supposition that certain sacred 
talismans or signs possess an inherent efficacy al- 
together irrespective of the dispositions of men. Of 
this nature was the system of pagan magic, which 
attributed a supernatural power to particular herbs, 
or ceremonies, or words, and also the many rival 
but corresponding superstitions that were speedily 
introduced into Christianity. The sign of the cross 
was perhaps the earliest of these. It was adopted 
not simply as a form of recognition or as a holy 
recollection, or even as a mark of reverence, but as a 
weapon of miraculous power j and the writings of 
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tlie Fathers are crowded with the prodigies it per- 
formed, and also with the many types and images 
that adumbrated its glory. Thus we are reminded 
by a writer in the beginning of the second century, 
the sea could not be traversed without a mast, which 
is in the form of a cross. The earth becomes fertile 
only when it has been dug by a spade, which is a 
cross. The body of man is itself in the same holy 
form. So also is his face, for the eyes and nose 
together form a cross ; a fact to which Jeremiah pro- 
bably alluded when he said, ‘The breath of our 
nostrils is the anointed of the Lord.’^ 

Speculations no less strange and far-fetched were 
directed to the baptismal water. The efficacy of in- 
fant baptism, which had been introduced, if not in 
the Apostohc age, at least immediately after, was 
regarded as quite independent of any moral virtues 
either in the recipient or those about him, and in the 
opinion of some a spu-itual change was effected by 
the water itself, without any immediate co-operation 
of the Deity, by a power that had been conferred 
upon the element at the period of the creation.^ The 

1 Jxistin Martyi', A^ol, i. frequently represented riclily 
Augustine thought the wooden ornamented with gems or flow- 
ark floating on the Deluge a ers. As St. Portunatus writes : 
type of the cross consecrating ‘Arbor decora et fulgida 
the baptismal waters; and Bede Ornata regis purpura, 

found a similar type in the rod Electa digno stipite 
of Moses stretched over the Red Tam sancta membra tangerc.* 

Sea. Another wise commenta- The letter Tau, as representing 
tor suggested that Isaac had the cross, was specially rover- 
been saved from death, because, enced as opposed to Theta, the 
when ascending the mountain, unlucky letter — ^the initial of 
he bore the ‘ wood of sacrifice ’ edvaros. 
on his shoulder. The cross, = See the curious argument 
however, seldom or never ap- in Tertullian, De JBajpt. cc. 5, 6, 
pears in art before the vision 7, 8, 
of Constantine. At first it was 
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incomparable grandeur of its position in the universe 
was a theme of the most rapturous eloquence. When 
the earth was still buried in the night of chaos, 
before the lights of heaven had been called into 
being or any hving creature had tenanted the eternal 
solitude, water existed in all the plenitude of its per- 
fection, veiling the unshapen earth, and glorified and 
sanctified for ever as the chosen throne of the Deity. 
By water God separated the heavens from the earth. 
Water became instinct with hfe when the earth was 
still barren and uninhabited. In the creation of T^n.-n 
it might appear at first sight as if its position was 
ignored, but even here a more mature reflection dis- 
pelled the difS-culty. For in order that the Almighty 
should mould the earth into the human form, it was 
obviously necessary that it should have retained 
something of its former moisture ; in other words, 
that it should have been mixed with water. ^ 


^ ‘Non enim ipsius qnoqne 
bominis fignrandi opus socian- 
tibns aquis absolntum est ; de 
terra materia convenit, non fa- 
men habfiis nisi bnmecta et 
snccida, qnam scilicet ante 
qnartnm diem segregatse aqnse 
in stationem snam superstite 
hnmore. limo temperant.’ (Ter- 
tnllian, De DapiismOj c. iii.) 
From this notion of the sanctity 
of water grew the custom of 
swimming witches— for it was 
believed that everything un- 
holy was repelled by it, and 
unable to sink into its depths 
(Binsfeldius, De Confess. Mai. 
p. 315) — and also probably 
the many legends of tx‘ans- 
formed men restored to their 
natural condition by cross- 


ing a stream. Among the an- 
cient philosophers, Thales had 
esteemed water the origin of 
all things, which more than 
one Father regarded as a kind 
of inspiration. Thus Minucius 
Felix : ‘ Milesius Thales rerum 
initium aquam dixit : Deum 
autem earn mentem quEe ex 
aqua cuncta formaverit. Yides 
philosophi principalis nohis- 
cum penitus opinionem conso- 
nare.’ ( Octavius, c. xix.) Tho 
belief in the expiatory -power 
of water was forcibly rebuked 
by Ovid : — 

‘ Ah ! nimifim faciles, qui tristia 
crimina cjcdxs 

Fluminei tolli posse putatis 
aquA ! ’ 

{Fast. lib. ii.) 
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Snell was tlie direction in wHch tlie Iniman mind 
drifted, witH an ever-increasing rapidity, as the igno- 
rance and intellectual torpor became more general. 
The same habit of thought was soon displayed in 
every department of theology, and countless charms 
and amulets came into use, the simple possession of 
which was supposed to guarantee the owner against 
aU evils, both spiritual and temporal. Indeed, it 
may be questioned whether this form of fetishism 
was ever more prominent in paganism than in me- 
diaeval Christianity. 

When men pass from a state of pure fetishism, the 
next conception they form of the Divine nature is 
anthropomorphism, which is in some respects very 
closely connected with the preceding, and which, 
like it, is diffused in a more or less modified form 
over the belief of almost all uncivihsed nations. 
Those who have ceased to attribute power and virtue 
to inert matter, regard the universe as the sphere of 
the operations of spiritual beings of a nature strictly 
analogous to their own. They consider every unusual 
phenomenon the direct and isolated act of an unseen, 
agent, pointed to some isolated object and resulting 
from some passing emotion. The thunder, the famine, 
and the pestilence, are the results of an ebullition of 
spiritual auger; great and rapid prosperity is the 
sign of spiritnal satisfaction. But at the same time 
the feebleness of imagination which in this stage 
makes men unable to picture the Deity other than 
as an unseen man, makes it also impossible for them 
to concentrate their thoughts and emotions upon 
that conception without a visible representation, 
Bor while it is a matter of controversy whether or not 
the innate faculties of the civilised man transcend 

VOL. I. ' 0 
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those of the savage, it is at least certain that the 
intelleotual atmosphere of each period tells so soon 
and so powerfullv upon all men, that long before 
matured age the two classes are almost as different 
in their capacities as in their acqnirements. The 
civilised man not only knows more than the savage ; 
he possesses an intellectaal strength, a power of sus- 
tained and patient thought, of concentrating his 
mind steadily upon the unseen, of disengaging his 
conceptions j&*om the images of the senses, which the 
other is unable even to imagine. Present to the 
savage the conception of an unseen Being, to be 
adored without the assistance of any representation, 
and he will be unable to grasp it. It will have no 
force or palpable reality to his mind, and can there- 
fore exercise no influence over his life. Idolatry is 
the common religion of .the savage, simply because 
it is the only one of which his intellectual condition 
will admit, and, in one form or another, it must con- 
tinue until that condition has been changed. 

Idolatry may be of two kinds. It is sometimes 
a sign of progress. When men are beginning to 
emerge from the pure fetishism which is probably 
their first stage, they carve matter into the form of 
an intelligent being ; and it is only when it is en- 
dowed with that form, that they attribute to it a 
Divine character. They are stdL worshipping matter, 
but their fetishism is fading into anthropomorphism. 
Sometimes, again, men who^have once risen to a con- 
ception of a pure and spiritual being, sink, in conse- 
quence of some convulsion of society, into a lower 
level of civilisation. They will then endeavour to 
assist their imaginations by representations of the 
objects of their worship, and they will very soon 
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attribute to those representations an intrinsic effi- 
cacy. 

It will appear from the foregoing principles that, 
in the early anthropomorphic stages of society, yisible 
images form the channels of religious derotions, and, 
therefore, as long as those stages continue, the true 
history of theology, or at least of the emotional and 
realised parts of theology, is to be found in the 
history of art. Even outside the pale of Christianity, 
there is scarcely any instance in which the national 
religion has not exercised a great and dominating in- 
fluence over the national art. Thus, for example, the 
two ancient nations in which the sssthetic devclope- 
ment failed most remarkably to keep pace with the 
general civilisation were the Persians and the Egyp- 
tians. The fire that was worshipped by the first, 
formed a fetish, at once so simple and so sublime, 
that it rendered useless the productions of the chisel ; 
while the artistic genius of Egypt was paralysed by 
a religion which branded all innovation as a ciimo, 
made the profession of an artist compulsory and 
hereditary, rendered the knowledge of anatomy im- 
possible by its prohibition of dissection, and taught, 
men by its elaborate symbolism to look at every 
natural object, not for its own sake, but as the re- 
presentative of something else. Thus, again, among 
the nations that were especially distinguished for 
their keen sense of the beautiful, India and G-reeco 
are preeminent; but there is this important differ- 
ence between them. The Indian religion ever soared 
to the terrible, the unnatural, and the prodigious, and 
consequently Indian art was so completely turned 
away from nature, that all faculty of accurately 
copying it seems to have vanished, and the simplest 
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subject was iaterwoven witb grotesque and fanciful 
inyentions. Tbe Greek religion, on tbe other hand, 
was an almost pure naturalism, and therefore Greek 
art was simply nature idealised, and as such has 
become the universal model. ^ 

But it is with Christian art that we are now espe- 
cially concerned, and it is also Christian art which 
most faithfully reflects the different stages of reli- 
gious developement, enabling us to trace, not merely 
successive phases of belief, but, what is much more 
important for my present purpose, successive phases 
of religious realisation. 

The constant fall of the early Jews into idolatry, 
in spite of the most repeated commands and the most 
awful punishments, while it shows clearly how irre- 
sistible is this tendency in an early stage of society, 
furnished a warning which was at first not altogether 
lost upon the Christian Church. It is indeed true that 
art had so long been associated with 'paganism — ^its 
subjects, its symbolism, and its very tone of beauty, 
were so derived from the old mythology — ^that the 
Christian artists, who had probably in many cases 
been formerly pagan artists, introduced a consider- 
able number of the ancient conceptions into their 
new sphere. But, although this fact is perfectly in- 

^ Sec 'Winckelmann, Hist, of subjects ; but this was itself a 
Art ; Haoul Rocbette, Coders consequence of the small en- 
d^Archhlogie ; and the Lectures couragement religion gavo to 
of Barry and Buseli. This art. On the great difference of 
particular characteristic of In- the ideal of heauty in different 
diau art has been forcibly no- nations, which has also eser- 
tieed by Mr. Buskin in one of cised a great influence on the 
his Edinburgh lectures. Less- developement of art, see some 
ieg ascribes the imperfections curious evidence collected by 
of Persian art to its almost ex- Ch. Comte, TraiU de Legislu- 
ciusive employment for military iiony liv. iii. ch. 4. 
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contestable, and altbongh tbe readiness with which 
pagan imagery was admitted into the symbolism of 
the Church forms an extremely curious and instruc- 
tive contrast to the tone which most of the Fathers 
adopted towards the pagan deities, nearly all these 
instances of appropriation were singnlarly judicious, 
and the general desire to avoid anything that might 
lead to idolatrous worship was very manifest. 

The most important and the most beneficial ejSect 
of pagan traditions upon Christian art was displayed 
in its general character. It had always been a strict 
rule among the Greeks and Romans to exclude firom 
sepulchral decorations every image of sadness. The 
fimerals of the ancients were, indeed, accompanied by 
great displays of exaggerated and artificial lamenta- 
tion; but once the ashes were laid in the tomb, it 
was the busiuess of the artist to employ all his skill 
in depriving death of its terror. Wreaths of flowers, 
Bacchic dances, hunts, or battles, all the exuberance 
of the most buoyant life, all the images of passion or 
of revelry, were sculptured around the tomb, while 
the genii of the seasons indicated the inevitable march 
of time, and the masks that adorned the corners 
showed that life was but a player’s part, to be borne 
for a few years with honour, and cast aside without 
regret. 

The influence of this tradition was shown in a very 
remarkable way in Christianity. At first all Chris- 
tian art was sepulchral art. The places that were 
decorated were the Catacombs ; the chapels were all 
surrounded by the dead ; the altar upon which the 
sacred mysteries were celebrated was the tomb of a 
martyr. 1 According to mediseval or even to modem 

^ This is the origin of the custom in the Catholic Church 
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ideas, we sliould have imagined that an art growing 
up under such circumstances would have assumed 
a singularly sombre and severe tone, and this expec- 
tation would be greatly heightened if we remembered 
the occasional violence of the persecution. The very 
altar-tomb around which the Christian painter scat- 
tered his ornaments with most profusion was often 
associated with tbe memory of sufferings of the most 
horrible and varied character, and at the same time 
with displays of heroic constancy that might well 
have invited the talents of the artist. Passions, too, 
were often roused to the highest point, and it would 
seem but natural that the great and terrible scenes of 
Christian vengeance should be depicted. Tet nothing 
of this kind appears in the Catacombs. With two 
doubtful exceptions, one at least being of the very 
latest period, there are no representations of martyr- 
doms.^ Daniel unharmed amid the lions, the unac- 
complished sacrifice of Isaac, the three children 
unscathed amid the fiames, and St. Peter led to 
prison, are the only images that reveal the horrible 
persecution that was raging. There was no disposi- 

of placing relics of the mar- sitive representation of a mar- 
tyrs beneath the altars of the tyrdom — that of the Virgin 
churches. It was also con- Salome, and this is of a very 
neoted with the passage in the late period of decadence 
Apocalypse about the souls that des Catacomhes^ p. 187). The 
were beneath the altar of God. sanae writer has collected (pp. 
In most early chnrches there 191, 192) a few instances from, 
was a subterranean chapel be- the Fathers in which represen- 
low the high altar, as a memo- tations of martyrdoms in tho 
rial of the Catacombs. A de- early basilicas are mentioned ; 
oree of tho Second Council of but they are very few, and there 
Nice (a.d. 787) forbade the con- can bo no doubt whatever of 
secration of any church with- tho broad contrast early Chris- 
out relics. tian art in this respect bears to 

* M. Kaoul Eochette thinks that of the tenth and following 
that there is but one direct po- centuries. 



DEVELOPEMENTS OP EATIOITALISM. 


199 


tion to perpetuate forms of sufiering, no e'bullition of 
bitterness or complaint, no tbirsting for vengeance. 
ITeitber tbe Crucifixion, nor any of tbe scenes of tbe 
Passion, were ever represented ; nor was tbe day of 
judgment, nor were tbe sufferings of tbe lost. Tbe 
wreaths of flowers in wbicb paganism debgbted, and 
even some of tbe most joyous images of tbe pagan 
mythology, were still retained, and were mingled 
with all tbe most beautifcd emblems of Cbristian 
hopes, and with representations of many of tbe 
miracles of mercy. 

This systematic exclusion of all images of sorrow, 
suffering, and vengeance, at a time that seemed beyond 
all others most calculated to produce them, reveals 
tbe Early Cburcb in an aspect tbat is singularly 
touching, and it may, I think, be added, singularly 
sublime. Tbe fact is also one of extreme importance 
in ecclesiastical history. Eor, as we shall hereafter 
have occasion to see, there existed among some of tbe 
theologians of the Early Cburcb a tendency tbat was 
diametrically opposite to this ; a tendency to dilate 
upon such subjects as tbe torments of bell, the ven- 
geance of the day of judgment, and, in a word, aU 
tbe sterner portions of Christianity, wbicb at last be- 
came dominant in tbe Church, and which exercised 
an extremely injurious influence over tbe affections 
of men. But whatever might have been tbe case 
with educated theologians, it was quite impossible 
for this tendency to be very general as long as art, 
which was then tbe expression of popular reabsations, 
took a different direction. The change in art was 
not fully shown till late in tbe tenth century. I have 
already had occasion to notice tbe popularity which 
representations of tbe Passion and of tbe day of 
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judgment then for the first time asstimed ; and it 
may he added that, from this period, one of the TuaiTi 
objects ot the artists was the inyention of new and 
horrible tortures, which were presented to the con- 
stant contemplation of the faithful in countless pic- 
tures of the sufferings of the martyrs on earth, or of 
the lost in heU.^ 

The next point which especially strikes us in the 
art of the Catacombs is the great love of symbolism 
it evinced. There are, it is true, a few isolated pic- 
tures of Christ and of the Virgin ; but by far the 
greater number of representations were obviously 
symbolical, and were designed exclusively as means 
of instruction. Of these symbols many were taken 
without hesitation from paganism. Thus, one of the 
most common is the peacock, which in the Church, 
as among the heathen, was selected as the emblem of 
immortality. Partly, perhaps, on account of its 
surpassing beauty, and partly from a belief that its 
flesh never decayed,® it had been adopted by the 
ancients as the nearest realisation of their conception 
of the phoenix, and at the funeral of an empress the 
bird was sometimes let loose from among the ashes 
of the deceased.^ Orpheus drawing all men to him 
by his music, symbolised the attractive power of 

^ See Eaoul Rochette, Ta- nmientay pars i. p. 115 ; and 
hlem des Catacombes, pp. 192- Maitland, On the Catacombs. 
195; Pidron, IconogrOfphie chrh- Eaoul Eochette, however, seems 
tienne. to regard the peacock rather as 

“ 'Which St. Augustine said the symbol, first of all, of the 
he had ascertained by eii^eri- apotheosis of an empress, and 
ment to be a fact, and which he then generally of apotheosis, 
seemed to regard as a miracle, the peacock having been the 
{fie Civ. Beij lib. xxi. c. 4). bird of Juno, the empress of 

® See Ciampini, Vetera Mo- heaven. 
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Cliristiaiiity.^ The masks of paganism, and especially 
the masks of the snn and moon, which the pagans 
adopted as emblems of the lapse of Hfe, continued to 
adom the Christian sarcophagi, the last being probably 
regarded as emblems of the resurrection. The same 
thing may be said of the genii of the seasons.^ ISfor 
was this by any means the only form under which 
the genii were represented. The ancients regarded 
them as presiding oyer every department of nature. 


and many thought that a 

^ Oi^heus is spoken of by 
Eusebius as in this respect sym- 
bolising Christ. The reTerence 
that attached to him probably 
resulted in a great measure 
from the fact that among the 
many apocryphal prophecies of 
Christ that circulated in the 
Church, some of the most con- 
spicuous were ascribed to Or- 
pheus. See on this symbol, 
Maitland, On the Catacombs^ 
p. 110 ; EaoulRochette, Tab, des 
Cat. p. 138 ; and, for a full ex- 
amination of the subject, the 
great work of Boldetti, Osser- 
vaziomso^pra % Cimiteri dd Saoiti 
Martyri (Eomae, 1720), tom. i. 
pp. 27-29. M. Rio (Art chrk- 
Hen, Introd. p. 36), I think 
rather fancifully, connects it 
with the descent of Orpheus to 
hell to save a soul. As other 
examples of the introduction 
of pagan gods into Chnstian 
art, I may mention that there 
is an obscure picture in one of 
the catacombs, which R. Ro- 
chetto supposes to represent 
Mercury leading the souls of 
the dead to judgment (Tab. des 
Cat. pp. 148-161); and also 


separate genius watched 

that Hercules, though never, I 
believe, represented in the Cata- 
combs, appears more than once 
in the old churches, St. Augus- 
tine having identified him with 
Samson. (See on this repre- 
sentation, and generally on the 
connection between pagan and 
Christian art, that very curious 
and learned work, Marangoni, 
JDelle Cose Qcntilescke cTrofa^ie 
trasportate ad uso delle Chiese 
(Romse, 1744),pp. 60, 51.) The 
sphinx also was believed by 
some of the early Christians 
(e.g. Clement of Alexandria) 
to be in some degree connected 
with their faith ; for they sup- 
posed it to be copied from the 
Jewish image of the Cherubim, 
but they never reproduced it. 
Some later antiquaries have at- 
tributed this curious combina- 
tion of the Virgin and the Lion 
to the advantages Egypt derives 
from these signs, through which 
the sun passes at the period of 
the inundation of the Nile (Cay- 
lus, BecueU dAntiquiU^ tom. i. 
p. 45). 

* Marangoni, Delle Cose Q&n- 
'' . 45. 
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oyer the destiny of each. man. This conception very’ 
naturally coalesced with that of guardian angels,' 
and the pagan representation of the genii as young 
winged boys, naked, and with gentle and joyous 
countenances, became yery common in early Chris- 
tian art, and passed from it into the art of later days. 
Eyen now from the summit of the haldachino of St. 
Peter’s, the genii of paganism look down on the 
proudest ceremonies of Catholicism. Once or twice 
on the Christian sarcophagi Christ is represented in 
triumph with the sky, or perhaps, more correctly, 

‘ the waters aboye the -firmament,’ beneath his feet, 
in the form of a man extending a veil aboye his 
head, the habitual pagan representation of an aquatic 
deity,® 

In addition to these symbols, which were mani- 
festly taken from paganism, there were others mainly 
or exclusiyely produced by the Church itself. Thus, 
the fish was the usual emblem of Christ, chosen be- 
cause the Greek word forms the initials of His name 
and titles,® and also because Christians are born by 
baptism in water.** Sometimes, hut much more 
rarely, the stag is employed for the same purpose, 
because it bears the cross on its forehead, and from 
an old notion that it was the irreconcilable enemy 
of serpents, which it was supposed to hunt out and 
destroy.® Seyeral subjects from the Bible of a sym- 

^ All this is fully discussed The dolphin was especially se- 
in Marangoni. lected because of its tenderness 

^ Ibid, p. 45 ; Raoul Eo- to its young, 
chette, Tab. dc3 Cat. * * Nos pisciculi secundum 

® "‘hfitrovs Xpiarhs Oeov nostrum Jesum Christum 

Tibs The initial letters in aqu4 nascimur.’ (Tertullian, 

of the prophetic verses of the JDe Saptismn, c. i.) 

Sibyl of Erythra (St. Aug. De ® ]\fiiury, Jjkgendes pieuses, 
Civ, Dfiif lib. sviii. cap. 20). pp. 173-178. See, too, Pliny, 
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l)olical ciiaracter were constantly repeated. SucIl 
were IToali in tlie attitude of prayer receiving tlie 
dove into Hs breast, Jonab rescued from tbe fish’s 
month, Moses striking the rock, St. Peter with the 
wand of power, the three children, Paniel in the lions’ 
den, the G-ood Shepherd, the dove of peace, the 
anchor of hope, the crown of martyrdom, the palm 
of victory, the ship struggling through the waves to 
a distant haven, the horse bounding onwards to the 
goal. AH of these were manifestly symbolical, and 
were in no degree the objects of reverence or 
worship. 

When, however, the first purity of the Christian 
Church was dimmed, and when the decomposition of 
the Homan Empire and the invasion of the barbarians 
overcast the civilisation of Europe, the character of 
art was speedily changed, and though many of the 
symbolical representations still continued, there was 
manifested by the artists a constantly increasing ten- 
dency to represent directly the object of their wor- 
ship, and by the people to attach a peculiar sanctity 
to the image. 

Of all the forms of anthropomorphism that are 
displayed in Cathohc art, there is probably none 

Sist. JSfat, viii. 50 ; Joseplms, of prophetic power. See also 
Antig. ii. 10. There is a has- Ciampim, Dq Bacris Mdificiis 
relief in the Vatican which (Eomse), p. 44 j and the very 
seems to represent a stag in curious chapter in Arringhi^ 
the act of attacking a serpent. Boma SuU&rranea, tom. ii. pp. 
The passage in the Psalms, 602-606. The stag was stip- 
abont ‘ the hart panting for the posed to dread the thunder so 
waters,’ (which the neophyte much, that through terror it 
was accustomed to sing as he often brought forth its young 
descended into the baptismal prematurely, and this was asso- 
water,) was mixed up with this ciated vith the passage, ‘ The 
symbol. In the middle ages, voice of thy thunder bas made 
stags were invested with a knd me afraid.’ 
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wHoH a Protestant deems so repulsive as tlie portraits 
of the Pirst Person of the Trinity, that are now so 
common. It is, however, a very remarkable fact, 
which has been established chiefly by the researches 
of some French archasologists in the present centnry, 
that these portraits are all comparatively modem, and 
that the period in which the superstition of Europe 
was most profound, was precisely that in which they 
had no existence.^ In an age when the religious 
realisations of Christendom were habitually expressed 
by visible representations — when the nature of a 
spirit was so inadequately conceived that artists never 
for a moment shrank from representing purely 
spiritual beiags — and when that instiactive reverence 
which makes men recoil from certain subjects, as too 
solemn and sublime to be treated, was almost abso- 
lutely unknown — we do not And the smallest tendency 
to represent God the Father. Scenes indeed in which 
He acted were frequently depicted, but the First 
Person of the Trinity was invariably superseded by 
the Second. Christ, in the dress and with the features 
appropriated to Him in the representations of scenes 
from the !N’ew Testament, and often with the mono- 
gram underneath his figure, is represented creating 
man, condemning Adam and Eve to labour, speaking 
with Hoah, arresting the arm of Abraham, or giving 
the law to Moses.^ With the exception of a hand 
sometimes extended from the cloud, and occasionally 

^ This subject has been graiphie chrHienne, Hist, de 
briefly noticed by Eaoul Ro- Dm (Paris, 1843), one of the 
ehette in his Discours sur I’ Art most important contributions 
du Christiamsmc (1834), p. 7 ; ever made to Christian archse- 
and by Maury, Lkgendes ology. See, too, Emeric David, 
euses ; but the full examination HiM, de la Deinture au Moyen 
of it was reserved for M. Did- Age, pp. 19-21. 
ron, in his great work, Icono- - Didron, pp. 177-182, 
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encircled witH a nimbus, we find in this period no 
traces in art of the Creator. At first we can easily 
imagine tbat a purely spiritual conception of tbe 
Deity, and also tbe hatred that was inspired by the 
type of Jupiter, would have discouraged artists from 
attempting such a subject, and Grnosticism, which 
exercised a very great influence over Christian art, 
and which emphatically denied the divinity of the 
God of the Old Testament, tended in the same di- 
rection ; but it is very unlikely that these reasons 
can have had any weight between the sixth and 
the twelfth centuries. For the more those centu- 
ries are studied, the more evident it becomes that 
the universal and irresistible tendency was then to 
materialise every spiritual conception, to form a pal- 
pable image of everything that was reverenced, to 
reduce all subjects within the domain of the senses. 
This tendency, unchecked by any sense of grotesque- 
ness or irreverence, was shown with equal force in 
sculpture, painting, and legends ; and all the old 
landmarks and distinctions that had been made be- 
tween the orthodox uses of pictures and idolatry had 
been virtually swept away by the resistless desire to 
form an image of everything that was worshipped, 
and to attach to that image something of the sanctity 
of its object. Tet amid all this no one thought of 
representing the Supreme Being. In that condition 
of society men desired a human god, and they con- 
sequently concentrated their attention exolnsively 
upon the Second Person of the Trinity or upon the 
Saints, and suffered the great conception of the 
Father to become practically obsolete. It continued 
of course in creeds and in theological treatises, 
but it was a void and sterile abstraction, which 
had no place among the realisations and no 
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infliieiice on the emotions of manJdnd. If men 
turned away from the Second Person of the Trinity, 
it was only to bestow their devotions upon saints 
or martyrs. With the exception, I believe, of one 
or two representations of the Trinity on early 
sarcophagi and of a single manuscript of the 
ninth century,^ there exists no portrait of the 
Pather earlier than the twelfth century ; and it was 
only in the fourteenth century, when the revival of 
learning had become marked, that these portraits 
became common. ^ From that time to the age of 
Raphael the steady tendency of Art is to give an 
ever-increasing preeminence to the Father. At first 
His position in painting and sculpture had been a 
subordinate one, and He was only represented in the 
least attractive occupations, ^ and commonly, through 
a desire to represent the coetemity of the Persons 
of the Trinity, of the same age as His Son. Gradu- 
ally however, after the fourteenth century, we find 
the Father represented in every painting as older, 
more venerable, and more prominent, until at last He 
became the central and commanding figure,^ exciting 


^ Eaoul Eochette, JDiscottrs 
sur les 7)/pes de VArt oJirktien^ 

p. 71. 

2 Didron, pp. 227-230. 

® See this fact worked out in 
detail in Eidron. 

* ‘ On pent done relativement 
^ Dieu leP&repartager lemoy- 
en 4ge en deux p^riodes. Dans 
la premitre, qui est anttrieure 
au XIV® sitcle, la figure du 
Ptre se confond avec celle du 
Pils ; e’est le Fils qui est tout- 
puissant et qui fait son Ptr© 
a son image et ressemblanco. 
Dans la seconde ptriode aprts 
le XIII® sitcle, jusqu’au XVI®, 


Jtsus-Ghrist perd sa force d’as- 
similation iconographiqne et 
se laisse vaincre par son Pere. 
C’est au tour du Fils k se revt- 
tir de traits du Ptre, k vieilhr 
et rider conune lui. . . Enfin, 
depuis les premiers sitcles du 
Christianisme jusqu’a nos jours 
nous Toyons le Pere croitre 
en importance. Son portrait, 
d’abord interdit par les Grno- 
stiques, se montre timidement 
ensuite et comme dtguist sous 
la figure de son Fils. Puis il 
rejette tout accoutrement Stran- 
ger et prend une figure spe- 
cials ; puis par Eaphael et en- 
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the liighest degree of reverence, and commonly re- 
presented in. dijSerent countries according to then- 
ideal of greatness. In Italy, Spain, and the nltra- 
montane monasteries of France, He was nsnaHy 
represented as a Pope ; in G-ermany, as an Emperor ; 
in England, and, for the most part, in France, as 
a King. 

In a condition of thought in which the Deity was 
only realised in the form of man it was extremely 
natural that the number of divinities should be multi- 
plied. The chasm between the two natures was en- 
tirely unfelt, and something of the Divine character 
was naturally reflected upon those who were most 
eminent in the Church. The most remarkable instance 
of this polytheistic tendency was displayed in the 
deiflcation of the Virgin. 

A conception of a divine person or manifestation 
of the female sex had been one of the notions of the 
old Jewish Oabalists ; and in the first century Simon 
Magus had led about with him a woman named 
Helena, who, according to the Catholics, was simply 
his mistress, but whom he proclaimed to be the incar- 
nation of the Divine Thought.^ This notion, under 
a great many different forms, was diffused through 
almost all the sects of the Gnostics. The Supreme 
Being, whom they very jealously distinguished 

fin par I’Anglais Martin, il Ume (1734), tom. i. pp. 35-37. 
gagne Tine grave et nne admi- Jnstin Martyr, Tertullian, Ire- 
rable physionomio qni n’appar- nseus, Epiphanius, and several 
tient qii’a Ini.* (pHronj p. otter Fathers, notice the wor- 
226.) ^ ship of Helena. According to 

* See on this subject Franck, them, Simon proclaimed that 
Sur la Kahhale ; Maury, Croy- the angels in heaven made war 
ances et Lkgendes d^AntiguiU on account of her beauty, and 
(1863), p. 338 ; and especially that the Evil One had made 
Beausohre, IRst, du ManicM- her prisoner to prevent her 
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from and nsually opposed to tlie God of the Jews,^ 
they termed ‘ The Unknown Father/ and they re- 
garded Him as directly inaccessible to human know- 
ledge, but as revealed in part by certain (Eons or 
emanations, of whom the two principal were Christ, 
and a female spirit termed the Divine Sophia or 
Ennoia, and sometimes known by the strange name 
of ‘ Proimice.’ ^ According to some sects, this Sophia 


return to heaven, from which 
she had strayed. There is some 
reason to think that all this 
was an allegory of the soul. 

^ Most of the G-nostics re- 
garded the Grod of the Jews or 
8ie Demiurge as an imperfect 
spirit presiding over an imper- 
fect moral system Many, how- 
ever, regarded the Jewish reli- 
gion as the work of the principle 
of Evil — the God of matter; 
and the Cainites made everyone 
who had opposed it the object 
of reverence, while the Ophites 
actually worshipped the serpent. 
"We have, perhaps, a partial ex- 
plauation of the reverence many 
of the Gnostics had for the ser- 
pent in the fact that this ani- 
mal, which in Christianity re- 
presents the principle of Evil, 
had a very different position in 
ancient symbolism. It was the 
general emblem of healing (be- 
cause it changes its skin), and 
as such appears in the statues 
of ^sculapius and Isia, and it 
was also constantly adopted as 
a representative animaL Thus 
in the Mithraic groups, that 
are so common in later Roman 
sculpture, the serpent ahd the 
dog represent all living crea- 
tures. A serpent with a hawks 


head was an old Egyptian sym- 
bol of a good genius. 

® Proimice properly signifies 
lasciviousness. It seems to have 
been applied to the Sophia con- 
sidered in her fallen condition, 
as imprisoned in matter; but 
there is an extreme obscurity, 
which has, I think, never been 
cleared up, han^ng upon the 
subject. Prounice seems to 
have been, confounded with 
Beronice, the name which a 
very early Christian tradition 
gave to the woman who had 
been healed of an issue of 
blood. This woman formed one 
of the principal types among 
the Gnostics. According to the 
Yalentinians, the twelve years 
of her affliction represented the 
twelve (Eons, while the flowing 
blood was the force of the So- 
phia passing to the inferior 
world. See on this subject, 
Maury, Croyances et Legendes, 
art. Veronica ; and on the So- 
phia generally, Matter, Hist 
dn GnostioisT^ie, tom. i. pp. 275- 
278. M, Franck says {La Kah- 
hale^ p. 43) that some of the 
Gnostiespainted the Holy Ghost 
as a woman; but this, I sup- 
pose, only refers to the Sophia. 
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